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traditions, succeeding generations of Americans of Danish and
other ethnic descent have recently discovered an interest in their
intellectual, cultural and social heritage.

DANISH AMERICANS have a unique opportunity to participate
in two cultures. However, because of a rapid blending into
American society, few enjoy the completeness of this dual heritage
of Danish and American traditions. Fortunately, many individuals
are now discovering that their interest in Danish culture is shared
by others.
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in 1977 to explore and record the history of Danish immigrants - a
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Editorial Statement
In late 1992 the Danish American Heritage Society
announced that it would grant an award of $300 for the best
article submitted in 1993 for publication in the historical
journal, The Bridge. Several articles were submitted for consideration.
Articles submitted were judged by a committee of five
evaluators appointed by the President of DAHS.
The three major criteria used by the committee in making
its decision were that an article submitted should:
1. make an important contribution to the study of
Danish immigrants or their descendants in North
America;
2. have historical value in its own right, and make good
use of historical documents, and
3. show appreciation and understanding of Danish
heritage.
All articles were also judged on the basis of how well
written they were, and to what extent they captured human
interest.
We thank all of those people who submitted articles. We
appreciate the time and effort the writers took in entering the
contest. Our thanks to the authors for their contributions to
the history of Danish Americans.
The committee felt that the article which most successfully met the criteria which were used to judge was
"Sentenced to be Hanged: the Tragic Story of a Danish
Immigrant," by Peter Thomsen. This is the story of an
unsuccessful immigrant to the U.S. Shortly after arrival in
this country he was convicted of murder and condemned to
life imprisonment. Life's problems are not always surmountable.
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In "Recollections From Our Voyage to America," Soren
Pedersen relates some of his family's trials in getting from
Denmark to Luck, Wisconsin. The narrative was originally
written in 1902 and appeared in a slightly different form in
Halvdan Helveg' s biography of Soren Pedersen, "Den Gamle
Smed."
"An Immigrant Story of Peter Petersen Thisted" is published this year - the 100th anniversary of his ordination.
This story, written by his grandson, tells of the early years,
conversion, and rather itinerant life of this "maverick"
Danish Lutheran pastor.
In addition, we are publishing reviews of three books
published by the Danes Worldwide Archives detailing aspects of Danish emigration to Canada, New Zealand and the
United States. We believe you will find all of these of interest. They are all available from DAHS at Dana College,
Blair, Nebraska.
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Sentenced to be Hanged:
the Tragic Story of a Danish Immigrant
byPETERD. THOMSEN
Introduction
Several years ago, Thorvald Hansen who was then in
charge of the Danish Immigrant Archives at Grand View
College, Des Moines, Iowa, asked if I would be interested in
writing the Peter Mathiasen story. I had previously told him
that in my childhood home I had heard bits and pieces of this
tale and that what I remembered most was how intensely it
was discussed by some of the immigrant people with whom
my parents associated. Little did I realize they were talking
about something that happened fifteen years before my
birth.
At first, I was reluctant to express a serious interest in
trying to record Mathiasen's tragic account, mainly because I
knew Thorvald Hansen had gathered a fair amount of
research material and was himself interested in doing something with this. He assured me, however, that what he had
on hand needed organizing, and he thought more was available if I cared to go after it. Moreover, though he was vitally
interested in the subject and eager to have its substance made
available in the English language, he had a number of other
projects going and could use some help on this one. Therefore, I said yes, I would write the Peter Mathiasen story.
This has been a good project for one who desires to
remain active during retirement. I've enjoyed the explorations made in the state archives of the Minnesota Historical
Society, and I've enjoyed no less the struggle of having to
read through, in old Danish script, several issues of the
newspaper published in Omaha by Sophus S. Neble. These
were made available on microfilm by the Nebraska State
Library. I've appreciated also having access to photocopies
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made by Thorvald Hansen of the material located in the
University of Minnesota Library, Bemidji, Minnesota. The
portfolio lent to me by the Danish Immigrant Archives in
Des Moines was also very helpful. The late Olaf R. Juhl of
Minneapolis who had a keen interest in Mathiasen' s story
very graciously gave me the file he had accumulated over a
period of years. This included correspondence, clippings,
copies of newspaper accounts published in Denmark, and an
analysis of Mathiasen' s prison record written by Philip S.
Juhl, Olaf's nephew. Some of the material in Olaf Juhl's file
was provided by the Danes Worldwide Archives in Aalborg,
Denmark. I am especially grateful to Sandra Knudsen of Des
Moines for her drawing of the Peter Mathiasen portrait
published in the Vendsyssel Tidende, November 31, 1965,
and to my good friend, Bjorn Bjornson, for proof reading
and editing my text.
To Thorvald Hansen I hereby express my sincere appreciation for granting me the privilege of working on this
project. I also thank him for reading my manuscript and
making a number of helpful suggestions.
All the material with which I have worked, together with
notes, has been carefully organized and is now located in the
Danish Immigrant Archives, Grand View College, Des
Moines, Iowa.
Discovery, Investigation, Suspect
The scene was Gull Lake near Tenstrike, Minnesota; the
year, 1907; the month and day, May 16. Walking along the
shore that day two local citizens were stunned by what they
saw. A few feet away, floating in the water, was the badly
decomposed body of an unknown man. He was completely
nude. Shortly after removing his body, the Beltrami county
coroner's office was called. The deputy coroner who was
sent to investigate determined further examination would be
necessary. The next day, therefore, the body was brought to
Bemidji for autopsy. At the coroner's inquest which followed
on May 18, a jury of six men was impaneled to determine the
cause of death.
The autopsy, performed by a physician, showed possible
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signs of foul play. The man's lower jaw was broken in five .
places, and his skull was badly fractured. Below the left eye
was a hole corresponding in size to that of a shot gun muzzle;
a heavy load of buckshot, with part of a gun wad in it, was
lodged in the man's brain. His eyebrow and beard also were
badly burned. 1
At the inquest, Wm. Fellows, a well-known lumber
merchant residing in Tenstrike, was the key witness. Fellows
testified that the body of the deceased was that of one John
Johnson, a common laborer, about 38 or 40 years old with
no known relatives. He further testified that both Johnson
and his partner, Peter Mathiasen, worked for him during the
months of January and February cutting cord wood at one of
his campsites on Gull Lake. The two men batched in the
cabin provided by Mr. Fellows.
Here are four other items to which the key witness
testified: (1) When Fellows hired Mathiasen, it appeared he
owed Johnson some money. It was agreed, therefore, that
Mathiasen's wages would be paid to Johnson. (2) Toward
evening on or about February 20, Mr. Fellows met Mathiasen in the Tenstrike Post Office. There was some conversation, Mathiasen said he was not feeling well and needed some
money so he could go see a doctor. Fellows wrote out a $15
check and gave it to Mathiasen. The check was later cashed
at a well-known hotel in Bemidji. (3) About four or five days
later, Fellows saw Mathiasen coming from the train station
in Tenstrike and noticed he was limping. When Fellows
asked how he was doing, Mathiasen explained he had just
returned from Bemidji where the doctor had told him to
could begin working in about ten days - was this all right
with Mr. Fellows? Fellows said that it was, but what about
Johnson? Mathiasen said that Johnson had gone to
Crookston and would not return, but Mr. Fellows needn't
worry; Mathiasen would find another partner. (4) About a
week or so later, Mathiasen showed up at Mr. Fellows' home
in Tenstrike. He came to say he was quitting his job. Fellows
gave him the use of a team and wagon to go pick up his
things. Later in the evening, Mathiasen returned with the
team and wagon; he also gave Mr. Fellows the key to his
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cabin. This was the last time Fellows saw Mathiasen. 2
After weighing the autopsy evidence and hearing Fellows'
testimony, the coroner's jury concluded it was dealing with a
homicide: "We find the said John Johnson was murdered in
the following manner: he was shot by a shot gun held in the
hands of some party to us unknown and his skull fractured
by some blunt instrument." 3
News of the dead man's identity spread like wild-fire.
Even before the coroner's inquest was complete, the deceased
man's name was known all over town. Other unverified
information followed. Some said Johnson was well fixed.
Besides the money he made in the winter working as a
lumberjack, he owned a homestead in Roseau county. About
his partner, Mathiasen, it was rumored that after he quit his
job with Fellows he wa seen on the streets of Tenstrike well
dressed and drunk. Others claimed they had heard
Mathiasen say he and Johnson were going out west. Where
out west they didn't know.
The newspaper article reporting these stories also
reported that Mr. Fellows stated at the inquest what he had
·learned from various sources - that a $400 check had been
cashed at the Beltrami County Bank in Tenstrike by someone
who represented himself as Johnson. The cashier gave the
person presenting the check $100 in cash and a time
certificate for the balance. Two or three days later, the time
certificate was cashed at the Lumberman's National Bank in
Bemidji. 4
Questions now arose. Had Mathiasen cashed a check
issued to Johnson? Were there other checks to which he had
forged Johnson's name? Where was Mathiasen? Could he be
found? The man now clearly was a suspect in this case and
was wanted for questioning.
Warrant for Arrest
On complaint of the county attorney, Mr. Henry
Funkley, the court issued to Thomas Bailey, the Beltrami
county sheriff, a warrant for Peter Mathiasen's arrest. It was
dated May 20, 1907. 5 No one had seen Mathiasen since early
March; so nothing further might have come of this had it not
been for what surprisingly happened next. The postmaster in
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Tenstrike received a letter signed by one John Johnson
requesting that his mail be forwarded to him in care of the
postmaster in Portland, Oregon. Just what the authorities
needed! Armed with this letter and the arrest warrant, John
Bailey, Sheriff Bailey's deputy and son, headed west.
Mathiasen Confesses
It took John Bailey only two weeks to find his suspect, a
remarkable feat given the fact that Bailey himself had never
seen Mathiasen. Indeed, the physical description he had of
him could have fit any number of lumberjacks living in and
around Portland.
When he reached his destination, the first thing Deputy
Sheriff Bailey did was to contact the Portland city police
whose help he solicted and got. He also visited every
employment office he could find, both in Portland and in the
nearby city of Vancouver. He finally found one where,
under the name of John Johnson, Mathiasen may have
stopped. There were also many boarding houses in Portland.
Bailey visited as many as he could and set up a decoy, saying
to the manager or owner of each: "If a man by the name of
John Johnson shows up, have him call at the post office for a
registered letter." Deputy Sheriff Bailey put in some long
days, but his efforts paid off.
On June 4, Peter Mathiasen presented himself at the Portland post office. When he signed for the registered letter that
he had been told was waiting for him, two detectives from
the Portland police nabbed him. At first, Mathiasen flatly
denied he was anyone other than John Johnson. Later, however, at the Portland jail, when Deputy Sheriff Bailey confronted him, Mathiasen confessed. He insisted, however,
that though he sh<,t and killed Johnson, the shooting was an
accident. He and Johnson had been working in the woods for
Mr. Fellows, Mathiasen said. They had lived together in a
cabin by Gull Lake, and there had never been any disagreement or hard feelings between them. Bailey did not press for
a lot of details. As for the letter sent to the postmaster in
Tenstrike, however, Mathiasen said the reason he did this
was that he knew the rent on Johnson's homestead was soon
due. 6
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Jailed and Held Over for Indictment
Following Mathiasen' s confession, Deputy Sheriff Bailey
returned to Bemidji with his prisoner. After the trip, which
took three days, both men were physically exhausted.
Mathiasen was immediately taken to the Beltrami county jail
where, excepting officials, no one was allowed to see him.
Describing the sheriff's prisoner, the newspaper had this to
say: "Mathiasen is an inoffensive looking fellow, and would
not be considered as a dangerous man or one who would
commit murder. He has a pleasant countenance and wears a
brown mustache. He speaks broken English, with a Danish
accent, being a native of Denmark, 27 years old." 7
On June 11 a preliminary hearing was held. Mathiasen
appeared in court with Sheriff Bailey. The warrant for his
arrest was returned and filed. The defendant waived
examination to appear later in the Beltrami county court to
plead and was then committed to the county jail to await his
next court appearance. 8
Between the time of his preli1 1inary hearing and the subsequent grand jury indictment which charged him with
murder in the first degree, Mathiasen was held in jail without
bail and benefit of counsel. Two Bemidji clergymen, however, were allowed to visit him. One was the Rev. Mr. White
of the Presbyterian Church; the other was the Rev. Mr. C.
Pearson, a Swedish Lutheran. Both men believed Mathiasen
was innocent. Pastor Pearson later wrote: "The first
impression I had of him, and which I continue to have, is
that he could not have murdered Johnson." 9
On September 17 (the same day as the grand jury indictment) the court appointed Graham Torrance to be Mathiasen' s attorney. Although Mr. Torrance was young and
inexperienced, he proved himself to be a competent lawyer,
and a person of great compassion.
On September 19, Mathiasen again appeared in court to
plead. This time, his attorney was with him. Mathiasen
pleaded not guilty. 10 For everyone concerned there was
nothing more to do but get ready for the trial.
Mathiasen' s Day in Court
The jury selection in Peter Mathiasen's case was a long,
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drawn-out affair. It took the court four sessions, between
September 19 and October 1, to complete the selection. In
all, 74 persons were called to serve. Twelve jurors were
finally sworn in, and on October 1 at 7:30 p.m., the trial
began. 11
In his opening statement Graham Torrance made several
points for the defense. He pointed first to the circumstances
in this case, and he pleaded with the jury to seriously
consider them. Peter Mathiasen, Torrance said, "was a
stranger in a strange land." His poor English, and his lack of
knowledge regarding the ways of our land and its system of
jurisprudence, should not be overlooked. Second, the
defendant, though he had been in this country only a year,
had learned enough English to take the stand and be a
witness in his own defense. As to his motive, if there really
was one, the jury would have to decide. Finally, Mr.
Torrance said, no one in this case would deny wrongdoing.
Many of the things Peter Mathiasen did were undeniably
wrong. They could not bear out the charge, however, that
"with malice aforethought and with premeditated design"
Peter Mathiasen murdered John Johnson. 12
On the witness stand, Mathiasen' s account of John
Johnson's demise was essentially the same one as he gave to
Deputy Sheriff Bailey at the time of his confession in Portland. The shooting was an accident, he said. Before getting
· into the details that now were added, however, Mr.
Torrance asked Mathiasen to tell the court a little about himself.
He was born in Denmark, Mathiasen said, and came to
the United States in the fall of 1906. His parents were
farmers. As a child, he went to school where he learned to
read and write. Until he was 18 or 19 he worked on his
father's farm. Thereafter, for a few years, he worked as a
hired hand for various farmers. Then he decided to emigrate.
In Minnesota he had a friend, Viggo Pedersen, at Oakwood,
near Blackduck. Once in this country, this friend's name and
address was the one he used to find his way.
Traveling by steamer with several other Danes, Mathiasen landed in New York. After this, his first major stop in
-15-

Minnesota was Stillwater. Here he found a job and remained
several days. Then, he moved to Blackduck. From there he
walked 14 miles to find his friend Viggo Pedersen. As it
turned out, Pedersen was in no position to provide Mathiasen with long term housing. Neither could he offer him a job;
so about a week later, Mathiasen sought and found
temporary employment in and around Oakwood. He made
frequent trips to Bemidji.
In November, he found a higher paying job working in
construction with the new sewer system in Bemidji. He took
his room and board at the Minnesota House. Here he met
Johnson. They became friends. Mathiasen stayed with his
job in Bemidji three weeks. Then, he and Johnson went to
Tenstrike where, for the next several weeks, they hired themselves out to various parties. Sometimes they worked as
farmhands; sometimes as woodsmen. When they worked
together cutting logs, it was on the crosscut saw. After work,
they often would go to a saloon where, Mathiasen said,
Johson did much drinking. Sometime early in January, they
decided to take a job on contract cutting cord wood for Mr.
Fellows. In the cabin on Gull Lake provided by Fellows,
everything moved smoothly along for the two bachelors.
They worked hard at their jobs; they prepared their own
meals. Supplies were bought at the store in Ten strike; and,
through a hole they chopped in the ice, they drew from the
lake all the water they needed.
Then, one day, Johnson suggested they buy a gun so they
could shoot some rabbits. That way they wouldn't have to
buy a lot of meat. Mathiasen agred this was a good idea. On
their next trip to Tenstrike, they bought a gun, Johnson
making the purchase. Two days later the tragedy occurred.
Mathiasen was unable to fix the date, but he seemed sure it
happened towards the latter part of February.
As usual, on the morning of the accident, Mathiasen got
up and prepared breakfast. Johnson, who said he didn't feel
like working that day, suggested Mathiasen take the gun and
go shoot some rabbits. He asked if Mathiasen knew how the
gun worked. Mathiasen said he did, having owned one
similar to it in Denmark. Johnson, nevertheless, insisted on a
-16-

demonstration. Sitting on his bed near the table, his legs
dangling over the side, Johnson proceeded to show
Mathiasen how the gun worked. Then, he put a cartridge in
it. At the end of the table, sitting on a log stump, Mathiasen
watched. When Johnson was finished, he handed the loaded
gun back to Mathiasen and told him to put some more wood
in the stove. Mathiasen laid the gun on the table and got up
to tend the stove. As he did so, in a manner he could not
explain, the gun fired, discharging the whole load which
went directly to Johnson's head. Johnson fell backwards on
the bed and made no sound. He simply lay there, still.
Mathiasen admitted he was only inches away when the gun
went off, but he insisted he was looking at it. His hand did
not touch it. Bewildered, he rushed outside where he
remained the next ten or fifteen minutes. When he managed
to get hold of himself, he returned to the cabin and called:
"Johnson, Johnson!" He got no answer. Johnson did not
move.
Stunned, Mathiasen put on his coat and left at once for
Tens trike. "Me pulled the door to and locked it before
going," he said. 13 Tenstrike was only two miles away, an
easy walk for a young man on a cold February day. On this
particular day, however, it took Mathiasen two hours to get
there. He stopped several times along the way, wondering
what he should do once he was in Tenstrike. He had no
friends there, and he could barely speak English. When he
finally arrived, he spent most of his time the rest of that day
and part of the next, walking up and down Tenstrike's main
street. He did something else that he said was unusual for
him. He went into a saloon and drank several glasses of beer.
Afterwards, he thought he felt better. He still hadn't
resolved, however, what to do with the body of his friend.
Finally, on the first day after the shooting, he made up his
mind.
Returning to the cabin, Mathiasen, in the dark of the
night, lifted Johnson's body off the bed and carried it to the
lake. Using the same hole in the ice through which the two
men had drawn water for their personal and household use,
Mathiasen tried pushing Johnson'~ body into the lake. The
-17-

hole was too small. Only when he removed Johnson's
clothes, cutting them free, was Mathiasen able to lower the
body of his friend to its watery grave. Asked by his attorney
why he wanted to dispose of Johnson's body in this way,
Mathiasen offered no explanation. He simply said that, under
the circumstances, he thought it was the best he could do.
(Earlier, according to one report, when asked why he didn't
tell someone "of the accident," tears filled his eyes, as he
admitted: "that probably would have been better.") 14
When he returned to the cabin, Mathiasen tried covering
his tracks. He put all of Johnson's clothes and bed clothes in
a sack. (It is not clear from the various accounts precisely
where he hid this.) While gathering Johnson's clothes and
going through his pockets, however, Mathiasen came upon a
$400 check made out to Johnson. This he kept for himself.
He also took the cash he found in Johnson's pocketbook,
about $17. (Again, from newspaper accounts, it is not clear
where Mathiasen hid the gun. Later, however, it was found,
as were Johnson's clothes and bed clothes. When questioned
about the gun, and the fact that its stock was broken,
Mathiasen claimed no knowledge of this. He held firmly to
his story that the shooting was an accident.)
It was now the day after Johnson's burial. Still not knowing what to do or where to go, Mathiasen again walked to
Tenstrike. This time, however, he began drinking heavily.
He also gambled and lost most of the cash he took from
Johnson's pocketbook. Then, he went to the bank. Representing himself as Johnson, he asked the bank manager if he
could cash the check he had for $400. When the manager
asked him how much of it he wanted right then and there,
Mathiasen said $100. The manager gave him $116, and a
time certificate for the balance. The next day, in Bemidji,
using Johnson's name a second time, Mathiasen endorsed the
time certificate and gave it to Robert Nelson, a Bemidji hotel
and saloon keeper. Nelson knew that Mathiasen, the man he
was dealing with, was not Johnson. Nevertheless, he told
Mathiasen he would get the endorsed certificate cashed and
give him the money. Before attempting to fulfill his promise,
however, Nelson, a card shark, engaged Mathiasen in a
-18-

night long game of poker. When it was over, Mathiasen was
flat broke. His next stop was Portland. To get there he had to
borrow $25. Nelson lent him the money.
In his cross examination, the Beltrami county attorney,
Mr. Funkley, went over every part of Mathiasen' s
testimony. He especially called attention to Mathiasen' s
motive, claiming it was money and property. He questioned
Mathiasen as to his movements after Johnson was killed and
expressed utter dismay at Mathiasen' s incredible nerve and
greed. He wondered how a man who had been in this
country less than a year could manage in so short a time to
function as well as he did in the English language. He
succeeded in getting Mathiasen to admit that English for him
was not all that difficult. He asked Mathiasen how he
learned to write Johnson's name. Funkley's most severe
questions centered on the gun which he submitted to the
court as evidence. How could the gun go off by itself? When
found, the gun was in two parts. Had Mathiasen ever taken
this gun apart? If so, when? What about the broken gun
stock? Was that its condition when the gun was bought?
Another question: precisely where was Johnson sitting when
the charge from the gun hit him?
Beside the gun, Funkley submitted several items for
exhibit. 1 5 Most damaging among these were two letters
Mathiasen wrote - one representing himself as Johnson to
the postmaster in Tenstrike; the other addressed to the lessee
of Johnson's homestead requesting that the rent money be
sent to Johnson's new address in Portland.
During his entire time on the stand, Mathiasen's
demeanor seemed meek and mild. According to one news
reporter covering the story: "the accused man was very pale
but otherwise quite calm and collected, and in giving his
testimony he answered in a very low voice, and was
requested to speak louder." 16
In the rebuttal, the county attorney recalled four witnesses (presumably, they had testified at one of the previous
hearings). Two of the four testified that Peter Mathiasen had
forged Johnson's name to two checks. The third witness was
the medical doctor who performed the autopsy. He simply
-19-

verified the facts previously made known by the coroner's
jury. The fourth witness testified as to (1) the dimensions of
the cabin in which the shooting took place, and (2) the
position and place of every item in the cabin. This included
the table, "deacon's bench," stove, and bed. Mr. Funkley, on
the basis of this information, made his point: the cabin's
measurements, and the location of all its furniture, demonstrated the impossibility of the defendant's claim that the
shooting was an accident. Given the position that Mathiasen
said Johnson was in at the time he was shot, namely sitting in
bed with his legs extended over the "deacon's bench" at his
side, he would have had to fall forward to the floor when he
was hit. Also, when the gun went off, the charge would have
had to hit Johnson in the chest, not in the head just below the
eye.
In his summation to the jury, Mr. Torrance made a
passionate plea for justice. He retold the story of Mathiasen's
life as he himself had given it on the witness stand. He
emphasized Mathiasen' s ignorance of the social mores and
system of jurisprudence in this country and said this was the
reason for his client's panic, fear, and bad behavior after the
shooting. He pleaded with the jury not to send a man to the
gallows on the grounds of circumstantial evidence, and he
stressed the improbability of a man killing his best friend.
The county attorney in his summation spoke for an hourand-a-half. He reviewed all the evidence and insisted the shot
that killed Johnson was not accidental. He stated further that
Mathiasen was "not a stranger in a strange land," but "a
shrewd criminal." He again brought to the jury's attention
the manner in which Mathiasen had acquired Johnson's
money, cashed his checks and blew their proceeds drinking,
gambling and carousing. Under the law, Mr. Funkley said,
the jury was bound to bring in a verdict of guilty.
The court proceedings ended at 4 p.m., October 4th, a
few hours less than three full days.
Jury Gets the Case

The judge who presided was Judge William S. McClenahan of the Minnesota Court, Fifteenth Judicial District. After
giving his instructions to the jury, the jurors retired to
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deliberate. Sometime around midnight, they sent word to
the judge they were deadlocked. The judge immediately
called a special session of the court. When the jurors
reported they had "agreed to disagree," the judge said that in
a matter this grave they could not do this. They should take
their time, return to the jury room, deliberate some more,
and come in with a verdict - not guilty, or guilty as
charged.
The Verdict
On October 5th at 11 a.m., after 19 hours of deliberation, the jury reported that a verdict had been reached. The
court then reconvened. When the judge asked if members of
the jury had reached a verdict, the foreman replied, saying
they had. Judge McClenahan then received from him the
copy of the verdict and handed it to the court clerk with the
request that it be read. It said: "We the jury impaneled and
sworn to try the guilt or innocence of the above named
defendant, find the said defendant, Peter Mathiasen, guilty
as charged, in the indictment, and ask the mercy of the
court." 17
Mathiasen was visbly upset when he heard the words
"guilty as charged," but when the words "ask for the mercy
of the court" were added, he seemed greatly relieved ... 18
The judge thanked members of the jury and told them
they were discharged. After conferring with his attorney,
Mathiasen was returned to his cell in the Beltrami County
jail to await sentence.
The Judgment
The judge wasted no time. On the same day Mathiasen
was found guilty, Judge McClenahan sentenced both him
and another man convicted of murder. This probably was
the first time in the State of Minnesota that a judge was
called upon to condemn two men for murder at one and the
same time.
The other man, Murten S. Munn, indicted under the
name of Martin S. Munn, was brought into the courtroom
first. When he began reading Munn's sentence, the judge
broke down and had to leave the courtroom. When he
returned several minutes later, he completed the sentence death by hanging.
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Immediately thereafter, Peter Mathiasen was summoned.
He seemed composed, almost unaffected by what was going
on. (Perhaps he didn't understand how critical this moment
was, the jury having asked for mercy on his behalf.) Judge
McClenahan asked Mathiasen if he had anything to say. He
gave no answer, but Mathiasen's lawyer attorney spoke up.
He appealed for clemency and said that as the trial
progressed he became more and more convinced his client
was telling the truth. He said further he believed the jury
agreed with him. Otherwise, it would not have asked for
mercy. The judge replied, "I am firmly convinced of the guilt
of this defendant. I cannot conceive of a more deliberate and
merciless murder than that for which Peter Mathiasen has
been convicted." 19
Judge McClenahan pronounced this sentence: "It is
considered, ordered and adjudged by this court that you,
Peter Mathiasen, as punishment for the crime of murder in
the first degree, of which you have been duly convicted in
this cause, be hence taken to the common jail of Beltrami
County, and confined therein, and that thereafter and after
the lapse of three (3) calendar months from this date, to wit:
the 5th day of October, A.D. 1907, and at a time to be fixed
by the Governor of the State of Minnesota, and designated
by his warrant, you be taken to the place of execution by the
sheriff of said Beltrami County, and there be hanged by the
neck, until you are dead." 20 Needless to say, the atmosphere
in the court that day was chilling. Almost a year to the date
of his arrival in this country, the young Dane, Peter Mathiasen, was condemned to die.
The Danes Intervene
In 1911 the death penalty was abolished in Minnesota.
Five years prior to this, mainly because of a widely
publicized botched hanging in 1906, capital punishment was
hotly debated throughout the state. Almost everyone in high
office got involved. No one was more outspoken, however,
than Governor J. A. Johnson who took a strong anti-death
penalty stance. Under the law it was the governor's duty to
set the date of every state execution, but in Peter Mathiasen's
case, as in that of Murten S. Munn, Governor Johnson
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hesitated to act. For this he was severely and publicly
criticized. To a news reporter who questioned him on the
matter, the governor replied: "You can say from me that I
believe hanging is still a relic of the times of barbarism. I do
not believe in capital punishment. I do not believe that man
should take the life of man under the protection of law, or
without law." 21 Nevertheless, despite his opinion and strong
feeling, and because it was not a matter of choice on his part,
Governor Johnson in due time established February 7, 1908
as the date for Minnesota's first double hanging. Mathiasen
and Munn who had been sentenced the same day would now
die on the same day.
Immediately following Mathiasen' s sentence, his courtappointed lawyer, Graham Torrance, petitioned the
Minnesota State Pardons Board for a reconsideration and
reduction of penalty. Munn' s lawyer did the same for him,
and January 13, 1908 was set as the date for a hearing on
both petitions. When the board met on this date, however,
no decision was reached, and the hearing was extended to
January 21.
Meanwhile, a Danish newspaper published in Omaha
became interested in Mathiasen' s case and on his behalf
appealed to its readers for support. 22 From Danes all over
the country a small but significant amount of money was
raised, and Sophus F. Neble, publisher and editor of the
paper, engaged Harry S. Swensen, a Minneapolis lawyer, to
investigate the matter. Mr. Swensen went to Bemidji where
he met with a number of that city's leading citizens and with
several less prominent people as well. Some had served as
jurors at Mathiasen's trial. Everyone Swensen talked to, it
seems, agreed that Mathiasen did not intentionally kill John
Johnson. As to Mathiasen's other acts, however, all said he
was guilty and that he should be punished.
During the time he spent in Bemidji, Swensen accumulated a fair amount of material appropriate for presentation
before the pardons board. He gathered six letters of strong
support: from the mayor of Bemidji, the chief of police, the
captain of the Bemidji Police Department, and the president
and cashier of Lumberman's National Bank, and the Rev.
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S.E. White of the First Presbyterian Church. Each favored a
commutation of sentence. 23 In addition, Swensen obtained
two significant affidavits. One was from a member of the
jury who stated it was his understanding that if the jury
recommended the mercy of the court, Mathiasen could not
and would not be hanged. This same juror also said he was
never satisfied beyond a reasonable doubt that Mathiasen
had deliberately killed Johnson. "If he had believed [the]
court could have sentenced Mathiasen to death he would not
have consented to [the] verdict." 24 The other affidavit
Swensen obtained came from deputy sheriff John N. Bailey.
This was the man who had arrested Mathiasen and put him
in jail. Bailey stated he favored a change in Mathiasen's sentence from death to life imprisonment. He also said:
"Mathiasen has been a model prisoner in every respect, and
has shown no evidence of a criminal disposition." 25
Upon completion
of his investigation,
Swensen
proceeded to write a report for Sophus Neble. Before leaving
Bemidji, however, he visited Peter Mathiasen in jail. "When
I asked the prisoner if he had committed the crime, he
answered: 'I no mean to kill him' ." 26
While Swensen was in Bemidji doing the job assigned to
him, Sophus Neble was in Minneapolis and St. Paul
consulting some Danish friends and a few politically
influential Minnesotans. With their help Mr. Neb le planned
and carried out a three stage strategy. First, he sought and
found the best legal counsel available; he persuaded former
Governor John Lind to take Mathiasen's case. This was a
stroke of good fortune, to say the least. As the chief spokesman for Mathiasen before the pardons board, nobody could
possibly do a better job than this still dominant figure in
Minnesota politics.
The second stage in Neble' s strategy was to gain possession of the gun that killed John Johnson. If it was defective,
as Mathiasen claimed, this could be demonstrated at the
pardons board hearing. Neble, therefore, ordered Swensen
to get the gun while he was in Bemidji. County Attorney
Henry Funkley, however, refused to release it; Swensen sent
a telegram to the governor of the state requesting that he
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order Funkley to hand it over. When Governor Johnson did
this, Mr. Funkley complied.
The third and final stage in Neb le' s strategy was to seek a
personal interview with the members of the pardons board.
(This board consisted of three members - the governor of
the state, the chief justice of the state supreme court, and the
state attorney general; their unanimous
decision was
required before any pardon or commutation of sentence
could be granted.) Three days before they met, Sophus
Neble went to the capitol in St. Paul where he was granted a
private and separate interview with each pardons board
member. He explained as convincingly as he could his
interest in Mathiasen' s pathetic case, and he strongly urged a
commutation of his sentence.
When the pardons board met in St. Paul, January 21,
1908, the first one to speak for Mathiasen was former
Governor Lind. He said that from his reading of the trial
transcript everything indicated Mathiasen's shooting of
Johnson was an accident. He also said he thought Mathiasen
was telling the truth. The former governor then presented his
four-point case for the condemned Dane: (1) The gun that
shot Johnson was defective. When Lind produced the gun as
evidence and handed it to the governor who in turn handed
it to the chief justice, the gun's hammer snapped. Had it been
loaded, someone in the hearing room could have been shot,
even killed. Lind's conclusion? The gun went off by accident
the day John Johnson was shot. (2) Mathiasen did not steal
John Johnson's money right away. He waited until he had
put the dead man's body under the ice in Gull Lake. Only
then did he discover in Johnson's clothes the check and loose
change that he took. This is not the way a criminal acts
when, for monetary gain, he plans and commits a murder.
(3) Mathiasen was totally ignorant of this country's customs
and laws and wasn't competent enough in the English
language to fully understand what was going on, especially
after his arrest and during his trial. When he accidentally
shot Johnson, he was panic-striken. A man in this state of
mind could easily get the crazy notion of hiding the body of
someone he didn't mean to kill. (4) Something about the
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jury's verdict was susp1c1ous. According to the affidavit
sworn to by one of the jurors, a large law book was available
in the jury room, and it was from this book that one of the
jurors read to the others that if they declared the defendant
guilty and requested the court's mercy, the judge could not
condemn him to the gallows. It is illegal during jury deliberations to have a law book of any kind in a jury room.
It surprised everyone that a man as prominent and
popular as former Governor Lind would plead Mathiasen' s
case. Lind was a specialist in corporation and constitutional
law, and his fees were known to be very high. The lonely
greenhorn sitting in jail waiting for the hangman's noose was
penniless, and the Danes who came to his aid were also poor,
in a manner of speaking; but a man's life was at stake, and
former Governor Lind believed, as did the Danes who intervened, that Peter Mathiasen was innocent. 27 (Later, as an
honorarium, Sephus Neble gave former Governor Lind
$100. However, the former governor said he wanted nothing
for his services.)
The next person to present himself before the pardons
bpard was the Rev. Mr. White of the First Presbyterian
Church in Bemidji. His statement was brief and to the point.
Rev. White said he had often visited Peter Mathiasen in jail
and that from his understanding of human nature and
behavior, Mathiasen was not one who could or would, "with
malice aforethought," commit murder.
Finally, Harry Swensen stepped forth. He explained that,
because most of the material he had gathered for this hearing
had already been presented by former Governor Lind, there
was no need for him to go through this again. He added,
however, that in his opinion, for a variety of reasons, Peter
Mathiasen had not had a fair trial, and that after meeting
him in person he was more convinced than ever of his
innocence.
Everything at the hearing seemed to be moving along
smoothly for Mathiasen, but then something happened
whic;h could have spoiled the whole thing. A lawyer whose
name was C. Rosenmeier, whose law practice was somewhere near Tenstrike, spoke up and said he also had been
-26-

asked by a prominent Dane, Mr. Christian Rasmussen of
Minneapolis, to investigate Mathiasen's case. (Rasmussen
was a well-known publisher of Danish books and of a
Danish weekly newspaper widely read in Minnesota.) When
asked by the Chief Justice to present his findings, however,
Rosenmeier had nothing to show, and he was ordered to sit
down. Before doing so he managed to say he thought
Mathiasen was innocent.
Then, Chris Rasmussen arose and said: "I am Christian
Rasmussen of Minneapolis. I am interested in this case,
mainly because Peter Mathiasen and I come from the same
place in Denmark. I know the people there, and they are the
'moonshiners' of Denmark. They are honest enough folks,
but as I've said, they are the moonshiners of Denmark." 28
This statement was not helpful, to say the least.
The Danish Vice-Consul, Dr. J. C. Nelson, spoke next,
saying: "I represent the Danish consulate, and in behalf of
the King of Denmark, I ask for leniency." 29 This was a
complete turn around from the position taken by Dr. Nelson
two months earlier when he wrote in a letter to Graham
Torrance that he had followed Mathiasen' s case closely and
had come to believe the jury could not possibly have disagreed as to his guilt. "Admitting that the gun was
accidentally discharged," he wrote, "the fact remains that
[Mathiasen] committed an act of ghoulism, and I can not
conceive of anything more horrible." 30 Dr. Nelson added
that he had consulted with a number of Danes "of all classes,
and while they would be willing to contribute liberally to the
cause of innocence regardless of nationality, they feel the
guilty should be punished." 31 It is not clear from the newspaper accounts who the person was that did it, but the letter
in which these remarks appear was read at the first or earlier
pardons board hearing on January 13.
The Pardon Board Acts
At a late afternoon hour on January 21, 1908, after due
deliberation, the Minnesota State Pardons Board granted the
appeal of Peter Mathiasen as presented by his attorneys and
the Danish Americans who took up his cause. His sentence
was changed from death to life in prison.
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Sophus Neble who had bravely appealed to all Danes and
Danish Americans was home in Omaha having supper
when, from St. Paul, he received this telegram: PETER
MATHIASEN HAS BEEN GRANTED MERCY. Everything
that could be done, was done. Mr. Neble could now relax. It
must also be said, however, that he never published in any
subsequent issue of his newspaper the rationale for the
pardons board's action. Perhaps this was never fully
conveyed to him, but it is an important part of Mathiasen's
story. Specifically, this is what the pardons board said:
"Peter Nielsen Mathiasen, Application for Commutation Considered by the Board at a regular meeting thereof
January 13, 1908 - commutation granted January 21, 1908
to life imprisonment for the reason that it was made to
appear to the Board that the jury, in reaching their verdict in
this case were of the opinion that if, as a part of their verdict,
they recommended the defendant to the mercy of the court,
he could only be punished by life imprisonment and not by
the death penalty. That it was only because of this belief that
the jury found the defendant guilty. While the Board is not in
doubt as to the guilt of the defendant, it feels that human life
should not be taken pursuant to a verdict under which the
jury rendering it believed such punishment could not be
afflicted." 32 (italics mine)
Questions
Anyone who does the historical research on this long and
fascinating story will recognize its importance for Danish
immigration history. A few questions remain, however. One
has to do with the fact that in Mathiasen' s case it took the
pardons board two sessions to reach a decision. Why did the
board extend its hearing on January 13 to a second session on
January 21? No court reporter record of the hearing exists, or
if it does, its location is unknown; so we have to accept the
only explanation available. According to Sophus Neble,
Graham Torrance was Mathiasen' s advocate at the January
13 hearing. The chief justice of the state supreme court,
however, so intimidated the young Mr. Torrance that he
made a poor presentation. His voice quivered when he
spoke, and he forgot to present some of the legal material he
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had prepared. Another lawyer present, C. A. Quist by
name, attempted without success to assist Torrance in this
embarrassing situation. Then, for reasons unexplained, the
hearing was extended one week. 33
This raises another question which at first may seem
unimportant: who was C. A. Quist? One might assume he
was a secondary figure in Mathiasen's tragic story. Not so!
Quist played a major role. Sophus Neble called him "vor
Landsmand" (our countryman) 34 ; so he must have been a
Dane. Neble further insisted that Quist worked diligently for
Mathiasen's cause. It was C. A. Quist who urged Neble to
come to Minnesota in advance of the January 21 hearing and
who, before he did this, sent a long telegram to Neble stating
that he (Quist) had taken the initative to launch an investigation of Mathiasen's case. Moreover, he had spent three hours
with the governor going over the transcript of Mathiasen' s
trial. His telegram ended with these words: "I can assure
you it is my conviction there is reasonable ground for
you (Mr. Neble) to continue the fight you have begun." 35
Obviously, C. A. Quist had political clout. Three hours
spent with the governor is not time granted to just anyone!
One wonders, was Mr. Quist as opposed to the death
penalty as Governor Johnson? If so, and capital punishment
was the primary issue that motivated him to strongly urge a
continuation of Neble's fight for Mathiasen's, does this not
make justice a secondary issue in this case? Perhaps the
opposition to capital punishment and the concern for ju'stice
are so intertwined here that one can't untangle them.
A third question needs to be asked: was Murten S. Munn
executed on the day he and Mathiasen were scheduled to
hang together? It may seem irrelevant to ask, since, for our
purposes, Munn' s story is incidental to Mathiasen' s. Nevertheless, when Judge Wm. S. McClenahan learned that
Mathiasen' s sentence had been commuted, he sent a message
to Governor Johnson requesting that Munn's sentence be
commuted, too. And this was done! In Munn's case, Judge
McClenahan claimed, there were extenuating circumstances
which in Mathiasen' s case there were not. 36 The obvious
point is that had Mathiasen' s sentence not been changed,
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neither would Munn's sentence have been changed; so
ultimately the action taken by the Danes saved two men
from hanging.
Incarceration

From his prison cell in Bemidji, Peter Mathiasen wrote a
letter to Sephus Neble thanking him for all his efforts and
requesting him to extend, through his newspaper, a greeting
of appreciation to "all the dear American Danes" who came
to his aid. 37 Four days later, on January 29, 1908, Peter
Nielsen Mathiasen became prisoner 2321 at the Minnesota
State Prison at Stillwater. According to his admissions chart,
his body build was medium stout; his height - five feet nine
and three-eighths inches; his weight - 142 pounds; his hair
- light chocolate; his beard - sandy; his eyes - light blue.
He declared himself to be single and said both his parents
were deceased; he indicated two brothers, Anton and Chris;
and two sisters, Caroline Hansen and Mary Petersen, all
living in Denmark. 38
The job to which Mathiasen was assigned was in the
prison twine factory. He was paid by the state for his labor,
and his performance and behavior were uniformly good.
One prison official wrote: "Since his committment (sic), his
conduct has been excellent and he has at all times shown a
disposition to do what he is told and be as efficient in his
work as possible." 39 On August 16, 1914, Mathiasen's right
hand was caught in the cogs of a machine while it was
running. The bodily damage was severe; only about an inch
of the index finger and part of Mathiasen's thumb remained.
Upon recovery, for a period of time, he worked in the prison
hospital. Here, too, his record of behavior was good. He was
regarded as "honest, truthful and dependable."
At Stillwater, Mathiasen enrolled in a number of correspondence courses. In this way, he learned to read and write
the English language. Reading through the letters in his
prison file, many of which for whatever reason were never
sent, one gets the impression that he was eventually capable
of expressing himself in English as well as or even better than
in Danish.
The official record shows that, after 1920, Peter Mathia-30-

sen wrote volumes of letters. Those to relatives in Denmark,
one assumes, were written in Danish, as is probable were
those to the people who became his Danish American
suppert group. The many letters he wrote to new friends,
however, must have been written in English. Most, it seems,
were to women whom he met when they came to visit their
relatives in prison. One of them wanted to marry him. With
his consent, going through legal channels, permission was
sought to do so. This, however, was denied. 40 Another
woman with whom he corresponded was Margrethe
Knudsen of Tacoma, Washington. Peter, it seems, pleaded
that she "wait for him." This may have led her to believe he
soon would be free to marry. Prison authorities intervened
to inform the young lady of Mathiasen' s life sentence, ana
this was the end of that affair.
Out of his earnings account, Mathiasen contributed
liberally to a variety of religious and charitable organizations. Of special interest to people of Danish descent is the
record of his gift to 'The Danish Central Committee" of
Minneapolis and St. Paul. His contribution was designated
for this committee's work in trying to build a home for old ·
people. "I shall be glad to donate $50 or more to this fund,"
Mathiasen wrote, "if the Committee will accept it." 41 H~ did
more than contribute to institutions, however. On ·· a
systematic schedule of payments approved by the warden,
Mathiasen supported the widow of a friend who died ir\
prison. He also supported, on a regular basis, a girl in
Minneapolis named Nellie. She had two small children and
no husband. 42
For almost twenty years Peter Mathiasen lived in the
hope that one day his case would again come before the
pardons board. To sustain himself in this hope he wrote
letters of appeal to a variety of state, county, and city · :
officials. It appears that a number of these were never sent.
With help from three different lawyers at three different
times, however, he was encouraged, and attempts were
made to apply for a rehearing of his case before the pardons
board. 43 All this was to no avail. Mathiasen was imprison~d
for life, and under the law, until he had served 23 years, 11
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months, and 18 days, he could not be considered for parole.
On the last day of August, 1926, more than 18 years after
being admitted to the state prison, Peter Mathiasen' s life
took a dramatic turn. He began acting strangely and was put
in the detention ward for observation. About two weeks
later he was diagnosed as suffering from mental depression.
This was not considered serious enough to continue holding
him in detention, however. Therefore, he was returned to his
cell and daily routine. During the next two months his
depression deepened, however, and he was again admitted
to detention. This time, upon observation and psychiatric
evaluation, it was determined that Peter Mathiasen was
insane. He was now having serious delusions. He claimed to
be the brother of Christ and said the Virgin Mary was his
mother. He also claimed he had seen God and Christ, and
they had spoken to him. Further, he said 6000 chapters of the
Bible were missing. If these were available, everyone would
know who he was. Sometimes he talked gibberish and made
strange gestures with his hands. Something happened to him
in his childhood, he said, and he kept talking about a red
cap. The doctor recommended that he be committed to the
state asylum for the dangerously insane. 44
On January 27, 1927, exactly 19 years after his arrival in
Stillwater, Peter Mathiasen was transferred to his new place
of residence in St. Peter. He was confined in the asylum for
the dangerous insane only one year, however. Then,
probably because he was no longer considered dangerous, he
was moved to the state hospital - another building on the
same grounds at the same location. To begin with, he
complained about almost everything, and he begged to be
returned to Stillwater. Finally, he settled down, and for a
long period of time to managed a kiosk on the state hospital
ward. Here he sold stationery, tobacco, etc. to the patients.
One doctor at St. Peter noted: "Mathiasen claimed a number
of times that God commanded him to kill John Johnson." 45
From this one might easily conclude that being no longer of
sound mind, Mathiasen was free at last to confess his guilt.
Philip J. Juhl, former assistant superintendent of the Minnesota State Training School in Red Wing, cautions us, how-32-

ever, when he writes: "Conclusions based on things he
[Mathiasen] said when he was obviously so deranged
mentally can hardly be considered valid." 46 It is something
to think about. (Mr. Juhl, by the way, is the only person outside state hospital officials who has seen Mathiasen' s medical
and psychiatric records.)
Death came to Peter Mathiasen on October 15, 1947. He
was 69. Following an autopsy, which confirmed the
diagnosis of pernicious anemia made six months earlier, he
was buried in the St. Peter state hospital cemetery. 47
Nearly 40 years of Mathiasen' s life were spent in confinement - seven months in Beltrami County jail at Bemidji, 19
years in the state prison in Stillwater, one year in the asylum
for the dangerous insane at St. Peter, and about 19 years in
what is now called the Minnesota State Security Hospital,
also
at St.
Peter.
What
a sorrowful
story!
There is nothing more one can say, and yet - the ultimate
question still remains: was Peter Mathiasen guilty of
murder? The judge who presided at this trial, and those who
sat on the jury, thought he was. The pardons board
concurred. Sophus F. Neb le, on the other hand, and the
Danes who supported him, thought otherwise.
Epilogue
"Perhaps Peter Mathiasen did wrong. If he did, he
certainly paid for it. He was no ordinary hired hand from
Jutland and his crime was not ordinary. If that had been the
case, it is doubtful that so many prominent Danish Americans would have attempted to rescue him, first from Minnesota's gallows, and later from the state prison in Stillwater. I
for one do not condemn him. Nor am I embarrassed to say:
Peter Mathiasen was my father." 48 That is how Kristian
Hansen from Mariager spoke when he was interviewed by a
news reporter for the last in a series of four Peter Mathiasen
articles published in Denmark, in 1965.
Until he was about 60 years old Kristian Hansen didn't
know his father's name. Nor, until he was about 50, did he
know who his mother was. The discovery of his parents'
identity came slowly, and in a roundabout way.
At the time of his confirmation, when he was about 14,
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and known in his school and community as Kristian Hansen
Petersen, it was required of him by the church that he
present his baptismal certificate. To his great surprise he
learned that his name thereon was Hansen, not Petersen; and
in the rubic provided for his parents' names there were no
names. Instead, there were only this number - 1451-A.
Understandably, the boy was upset. The first thing he did
was erase the name Petersen from all his school books. His
teacher became very angry with him for doing this, but
Kristian didn't care. He was angry, too, and deeply hurt.
Who were his parents? Where were they? Had they
abandoned him at birth? Why should he be different from
his peers in school and in his catechism class? He got no
answers.
What hurt young Kristian even more was the further
discovery that his foster parents had kept secret from him all
the letters that, over a period of years, his biological mother
had written to them. He found them tied together in a
bundle. From these, the one he "honestly stole" gave him the
first important clues as to who his mother was. Her original
home was near 0rtoft in the region of Vendsyssel, northern
Jutland. In 1906, however, she moved to Copenhagen
where, during the same year, she gave birth to Kristian, her
out-of-wedlock son. (Social conditions were very different in
1906 from what they are in Denmark today. Then, an unmarried, pregnant girl not only had to hide her shame; she
had to make her own way in the world. For the young Ms.
Hansen this was not an easy task.) The inheritance she had
from her parents' estate was too small to support herself and
her son. Therefore, she took whatever job she could find and
paid a family to provide private child care for her baby.
When this became too great a burden she placed him in an
orphanage. Then, something happened. Perhaps she fell in
love; perhaps she became ill; perhaps something else
changed the picture. At all events, for whatever reason,
before he reached the age of five, she made arrangements to
have Kristian permanently placed in a foster home. She
urged his foster parents to give him a happy childhood and
to rear him as a good human being. She also told them that
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with help from her two brothers she was prepared to provide
some financial support for her son, if needed. All this was in
the letter that Kristian took and kept for himself. It seemed
to have the tone of a business transaction. Yet, beneath its
words, he sensed his mother's deep and abiding love.
Eventually, she married and had several children.
Kristian Hansen often fantasized about someday meeting
his mother, face-to-face, but nothing ever came of this.
When she died, however, he received a portion from her
estate. He was 50 years old at the time. Not long thereafter
he also received a picture of her. "My mother was an
attractive, lovely lady," he said, "I also believe she was a
very good woman." 49
After his mother's death, Kristian Hansen began making
inquiries of various people and institutions in and around the
town, Skaeve, located in the region of Vendsyssel. He
learned among other things that when his mother went to
Copenhagen to give birth to him, his father, unaware that a
child was on the way, took off for America. Little by little,
he picked up other bits and pieces of information. Some of it
made him think that maybe his father wasn't worth remembering, but then in 1965, when he was almost 60 years old,
some friendly people in Skaeve gave him an old, useless deed
dated September 1, 1906. It was for the farm called
"Krogen," and the signature thereon was that of Peter
Mathiasen. Together with other data he had on hand it now
seemed reasonable for Kristian Hansen to conclude and to
claim that he was Peter Mathiasen's son. What came next is
also interesting. Someone gave Kristian Hansen a picture of
Peter Mathiasen. It was a handsome portrait professionally
taken in Minnesota where Mathiasen at the time was in the
Beltrami county jail awaiting the outcome of his fate. This
picture, Kristian Hansen said, gave him the same feeling of
pride and satisfaction that any sixteen-year-old would have
felt upon receiving the first picture of his or her beloved.
"That parable may be faulty," he added, "but how could it
be otherwise? I am just a number and have always been a
number [nothing more. ]" so
Through various newspaper accounts Peter Mathiasen' s
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story became fairly well known in Denmark. Kristian Hansen gracefully accepted everything that was written. "I only
wish my father's existence had been made known to me
earlier in life," he said, "I might then have been able to help
him; give him a little of that light and hope which he needed
more than most people." 51
As far as this writer is concerned, there is no hard
evidence that Kristian Hansen's claim is true. It is a known
fact, however, that before coming to America, for a brief
period of time, Peter Mathiasen did own the farm identified
as "Krogen." It is also known that he sold this farm following
the break in his engagement to a girl from the district of
Taars. 52 She was of a very wealthy family, however, and it
is not reasonable to conclude that she was Kristian Hansen's
mother. A stronger possibility is Thora Hansen - the
woman whom Peter Mathiasen wrote to from his prison cell
in Stillwater no less than eleven times during 1921. 53 The
question of who she really was, however, remains a
mystery.
In 1966, because of his long interest in the Peter
Mathiasen story, the prominent American Dane, Olaf R.
Juhl and his wife Maren, visited Kristian Hansen in Denmark. They came away fully convinced of his claim. Later,
knowing of Thorvald Hansen's and my interest in the
Mathiasen story, Olaf expressed caution, saying we should
be careful to write nothing that in any way might embarrass
Kristian Hansen. Following through on this concern he
wrote in 1986 to the Danes Worldwide Archives in Aalborg
and inquired what information they might have on Peter
Mathiasen, and was Kristian Hansen still living? The answer
he got back was that Kristian Hansen died November 26,
1976. 54 He was for many years the caretaker of the churchyard (cemetery) in Mariager - south of Aalborg and east of
Hobro.
To have written this story without regard to Olaf Juhl's
interest, opinion, and concern would (for me) have been
unthinkable. Hence, this epilogue and the manner in which it
is written.
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An Immigrant Story of
Peter Petersen Thisted:
Itinerant, Maverick Danish Lutheran Pastor,
1859-1915
"Without struggle, no victory, without victory, no crown."
2 Tim. 2:5
by PAUL A. THISTED
Introduction
This is the story of my Danish grandfather whom I never
knew except through infrequent stories from my father. I
asked my father Aaron to write a family history about his
dad, but he never did. I never found out why he wouldn't. I
wondered about my Thisted grandparents before and after
both my parents died, so I decided to piece the puzzle
together as best I could, while several uncles and aunts were
still alive. My best resource was my sister, LaJune Barth,
who had saved my grandfather's sermons, books, almanacs,
and miscellaneous papers after the death of our mother, who
had saved them for six years after Dad had died. Their sense
of the significance of these family documents saved most of
the story that follows. My sole living aunt, Helen Thisted
Shorb, has helped translate, edit and comment on this story,
and her help has been invaluable. Fellow Danes and dear
friends Ove Nielsen and Ruth Herman Nielsen helped translate several letters, but more importantly, suggested having
the Danish Archives staff at Dana College, Blair, Nebraska,
research and find any documentation on my grandfather.
The Archives staff found an autiobiography of Peter in an
1894 publication, Aarsberetning (Annual Report) which (to
the best of my knowledge) Peter never shared with his
children. In this, my grandfather told his story before ordination; this also told of his birthplace. A real find! This led to
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finding Peter's birth record and the names of his parents by
my cousin Ray McElfresh. My grandfather's documents,
books and sermons, except for personal papers, have been
donated to the Danish Archives of Dana College where it is
hoped they may contribute to the study of our Danish
heritage. This manuscript was written primarily for the
family, then as an article for The Bridge.

The Early Years
Peter Petersen was born in Hundborg Parish, Thisted
County, Denmark, on September 22, 1859. Peter's birth
record was found in 1991 and tells that his parents were Poul
Christian Pedersen, a husmand (small holder), and Inger
Cathrine Nielsdatter. His godfathers were Christen Larsen
and Nels Christian Nielsen. Peter was baptized September 27
at home. Although no one knows for sure, Peter's children
believed that he had seven brothers and sisters. Aaron, my
father and Peter's oldest child, wrote to his sister Mary in
1967 and said, "My father was raised around Lemvig, Denmark; that's where he had a brother who was a mailcarrier ..
Father was a coachman for a preacher. He would visit a beer
hall while the preacher had services." Peter's early occupation was as a skilled carpenter and cabinet maker. He was
confirmed but was neither faithful nor committed to his
faith. Preparation for confirmation and confirmation itself
left no impression on Peter. According to his own words, he
turned away from God and toward a life of sin.
At twenty years of age, Peter was converted through the
work of the Inner Mission, a pietistic movement within the
Danish Lutheran Church. He then began to suffer from an
illness, namely 'preaching sickness,' which was very
common among the newly converted. While preaching and
telling people about his conversion, Peter approached the
ministry several times but never heard the Lord call him into
that profession for his life's work.
Eventually the Lord called. Seven years later when he
was 27, the call came to Peter through Pastor N. Hansen,
who was visiting Denmark from California. Pastor Hansen
urged Peter to think about the ministry in America. Since
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Peter had been converted, he had felt a "call" to help save
others through the ministry. Peter immediately wrote to
P.C. Trandberg who was teaching at Chicago Theological
Seminary (CTS), a Congregational Seminary which had a
special program for Danish immigrants. Pastor T randberg
himself came from Denmark to America in 1882, just five
years before Peter. Trandberg was active in synodical
meetings and preached at various congregations of the
Danish Synod. His personality and witness had an awakening, inflammable, stimulating influence on many in the
synod. (Danske i Amerika)
The result of Peter's correspondence with Trandberg was
that in the spring of 1887 Peter traveled to Chicago with the
objective of being educated for the ministry. Peter met the
admission requirements of the CTS by being of good moral
character with either a collegiate education or an equivalent
preparation for theological studies. (Since I have found no
documentation of a Danish college education, I assume the
latter.)
The Preparation
Many Danes who left the Old Country were in search of
a better life. I like to think that with a new challenge and a
goal in his life, Peter came to America full of enthusiasm,
ready to embark on fulfilling his dream. He left Denmark as
Peter Petersen and arrived in his new country with a new
surname: Thisted. Although no one seems to know his
reason for the name change, his children offered these ideas
as to why he changed his name to Peter Petersen Thisted:
His son Moses said, 'The only assumption I have ever
made is that when Dad, whose name was Peter Petersen,
came to the U.S. and settled near LaSalle, Illinois, he found
there were so many Peter Petersens that he added Thisted to
his name."
Daughter Mary said, "Since he was a minister and
wishing better identification for himself, he changed his
name to Thisted after his arrival in America. He said he
picked the name of his birthplace because no other minister
in the country would have that name."
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Peter may have shared these reasons with his children,
yet he probably had a Biblical basis for changing his name,
also. To break with the past and start fresh in a country of
opportunity and to change his name was shedding the old
wineskin of Denmark for the new wineskin of America.
"And no one puts new wine into old wineskins; if he
does, the wine will burst the skins and the wine is lost, and so
are the skins; but new wine is for fresh skins." Mark 2:22.
In September of 1887 Peter started a three year course
under the guidance of Pastor P. C. Trandberg at the CTS.
Concurrent with his studies, he performed mission work in
which he proclaimed the Word for about four years in and
around Peru and Clear Creek, Illinois. While doing mission
work, Peter met Miss Katie Mortensen, from the island of
Bornholm, Denmark.
Peter graduated from the CTS in April, 1890, and then
married Kate Mortensen. Pastor Trandberg performed the
ceremony in Chicago. Their wedding pictures were taken in
LaSalle, Illinois, and then the couple traveled to Denmark
and visited such places as Copenhagen, Sonderborg, Hoisted, and Humlum, by Struer, where Peter's parents lived.
They returned to Illinois and settled in the LaSalle and
Magnolia area.
The Wilderness
The American midwest was generally settled by other
Scandinavians and Germans before the Danes immigrated to
the United States. An obstacle for many immigrants, then as
now, was that many foreign-born nationals stubbornly
clung to their native tongues, making few attempts to accept
and practice the language of their new country. Many
parents taught their children at home in their native tongue
and then sent them to public schools where students were
busy becoming Americans and speaking English.
As Danes were farmers for the most part, they were
spread throughout the upper midwest and usually in the
rural parts of farming communities. Centrally located
congregations, therefore, were not yet possible. So "the
tendency seems to have been. . . for the establishment of
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numerous smaller preaching centers without resident
pastors, whose strenuous task it became to serve many
widely-scattered, smaller groups of Lutherans ... such small
congregations. . . were scarcely more than preaching posts.
Frequently, visiting pastors would serve these groups,
perhaps once a month, baptize infants, give confirmation
instruction to the young. . . and hold worship services."
(A Great Past ... A Greater Future, A History of Wisner,
Neb.)
Into this situation Peter was thrust. The demand was
probably there for rural, itinerant pastors, but Peter was
called to serve neither a mission nor a congregation for some
time.
It is puzzling that Peter did not receive a 'call' from a
congregation soon after seminary graduation. Based on his
correspondence, I believe that contributing factors may have
been both Peter's outspokenness and his uncompromising
nature in theological issues with other pastors and congregations in the Danish synod. Peter worked as a carpenter and
as a missionary during these trying years. On March 13,
1891, Aaron Jeremiah, their first child, was born in
Magnolia. Aaron was baptized in Clear Creek on March 31
by Pastor Hansen.
Peter kept in touch with T randberg after his seminary
days. Although, for some unknown reason, he harbored
some bitterness and hard feelings towards Pastor T randberg.
In December, 1891, Peter received a letter from Trandberg
suggesting that he should go to Warren, Pennsylvania, to
start a congregation. Peter's reply was rude and surprising,
stating:
"I do not dare to be helped into a mission field either
through or by you, as long as you can associate hardly with
anybody but yourself and try to keep, as far as I can see,
what does not actually belong to you. Consequently, as long
as you keep your present posture toward almost everybody
outside of yourself, instead of associating with you as I
prefer if it should be, to work with my hands for my living
either as a carpenter or farmer. Remaining your pitying
friend, P. P. Thisted."
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This reply was written in English at the end of T randberg's letter. Peter certainly didn't want to be aided by
Trandberg, especially to go so far from Chicago. Trandberg
appeared well-meaning in his letter; however, Peter wanted
no part of his plan. Peter probably thought that mostly
Germans settled in Pennsylvania and with no known Danish
settlement there, he would be out on a limb personally and
professionally.
In 1892, Peter and family moved from Magnolia to
Graettinger, Iowa, in hopes of finding a congregation.
Instead of receiving a 'call,' Peter continued to work as a
carpenter to support his family. Phoebe Katherine was born
September 2, 1892 in Graettinger.
The Danish Church in America suffered a division in
1892, the result of years of accentuating differences among
pastors. The causes of the disagreement seemed to focus on
the posturing between a conservative and sometimes pietistic
concept of the Bible by some pastors as opposed to the
Grundtvigian view, identified by some with humanism (the
Grundtvigians tended to keep the old Danish songs and
customs and produced a number of their own). Basically, the
Pietist to whom Peter related, maintained the traditional
Lutheran view of the Bible as a literal inspiration and as the
only norm and source of Christian faith and life. Followers
of Grundtvig' s teachings were seen as bestowing emphasis on
the Apostle's Creed as the source of faith; they interpreted
the Bible, especially the Old Testament, historically. They
saw Jesus Christ as the living word of God. They turned out
to be the ones who kept the Danish language longer than the
other group and taught the folk dances and customs - their
heritage. All the evidence indicates that Peter was a Pietist,
rather than a Grundtvigian, in part because of his strict interpretation of the Bible. Additionally, Danish songs and
customs were not significantly emphasized later on by Peter's
children. Pietists were capriciously known by some as
'Gloomy Danes' or 'Holy Danes' while Grundtvigians were
called the 'Happy Danes.' Peter was probably a happy
Pietist !
Speculation is that Peter, now 33 years old in 1893, was a
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maverick of sorts, as a letter of counsel was sent to him in
February by the President of the Danish Lutheran Synod.
Theodore Hansen, from Hutchinson, Minnesota. The letter
stated, in part,
"It has been impossible for me to obtain a recommendation for you ... you must have unconditionally stood in your
own way . .. you must not forget that when the congregations say no to an unripened worker, others can not proceed
any farther . .. if we wish to be martyrs we ought to examine
whether we suffer for the sake of truth or for the sake of selfwill. The synod does not seek thoughtless and mindless
workers, but neither does it seek trouble makers ... You can
only win over the opposers who have risen against you at
home (Denmark), Chicago and those in the synod who want
to settle accounts, .. . these thoughts are not set forth to
produce strife, but harmony ... in Jesus name I sign,
unprejudicially, brother Th. Hansen."
Since I was unsure if Th. stood for Theodore or Thorvald; I tried to unravel this mystery. I turned to Ove Nielsen
for help. Ove and his wife Ruth entertained a friend for
dinner in 1986. During their conversation, this pastor, who
at one time served the Lutheran congregation in Hutchinson,
Minnesota, said that Theodore Hansen had served the
Hutchinson church in the early 1890s and had later served as
president of Dana College in Blair, Nebraska. We therefore
now know that the correspondent was Theodore rather than
Thorvald.
Peter's draft reply in March 1893, on the reverse of Th.
Hansen's letter, stated, " . . . in the last two years I have
sought fellowship with the synod at its meetings and among
its individual members .. . you wrong me by declaring
prejudice from home as grounds for not really opening the
synod's arms and lap to me ... I am on board completely ...
I need to struggle with that which through ignorance or blind
zealousness, I have done . .. I know of no one with whom I
can not work in total harmony ... " Peter continued to
struggle to maintain his faith.
Despite his rude letter in December, 1891 Peter kept in
touch with Pastor Trandberg. Trandberg wrote a well-48-

meaning and cordial letter in September, 1893 encouraging
Peter to come to Chicago and replace T rand berg as pastor of
his church, but to be under his guidance! Trandberg wrote:
"You are often in my thoughts ... the kind of love a
father has for his grownup children I have for all the men
who have attended divinity school under my tutelage ... I
am sad, dear Thisted, that you are not yet proclaiming the
Gospel and administering the sacraments ... what can the
reason be that the Lord has not yet taken you into his service
to spread the Word? 'He has to go through a conversion
before the Lord can use him,' a man said about you, and
some people look at you with a critical eye ... and the times I
heard you preach when the Holy Spirit was on you, and the
gentleness and goodness in you came out - there was not
one of all my students I would rather listen to than you ...
can you not travel to Chicago and come to grips with
preaching for my congregation there? ... I need someone
who in my place could take over my congregation in
Chicago, but that would have to be a like-minded man ...
you might preach there on a trial basis and be under my
guidance ... Maybe the Lord wants you elsewhere ... "
Peter seems to have been determined to be ordained and
'called' on his own and not under the sponsorship of his
professor and mentor. Peter's reply was probably a lengthy,
"Thanks, but no thanks, as I have been prevailed upon to
take up work in Monona County, Iowa, starting in November, 1893.'
The Liberation
Peter gladly accepted an invitation to minister to a
Danish community
in Monona County, Iowa. Peter
proclaimed
the Word at lngemann' s congregation
throughout the winter of 1893-1894, then enthusiastically
accepted their 'call' in 1894. Prior to his ordination, Peter
wrote a brief yet revealing autobiography for the synod's
annual meeting in June.
"Who is the man who fears the Lord? Him he will instruct
in the way that he shall choose.' (Ps. 25:12) ... My upbringing and instruction occurred, unfortunately,
in such a
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manner that I did not fix my eye on the Lord and therefore
did not either enter into fellowship with Hirn. Preparation
for confirmation
and the confirmation
itself left no
impression whatsoever on my soul. Following my confirmation I stepped, with soul and body, onto the public road of
sin, and remained there until the dear Lord in heaven
stopped me in the spring of 1879 ... it was among the 'Inner
Mission's' people in Denmark that I got my spiritual upbringing ... Eventually the Lord called in 1886 through
Pastor N. Hansen visiting Denmark from California ... I
corresponded with Pastor Trandberg at the CTS, then
traveled to Chicago in 1887 to be educated for the ministry ..
I completed my studies and mission work in Illinois where I
proclaimed the Word for approximately four years ... I still
was not healed. The Lord distanced me and sent me into the
wilderness, where I had to wander about lonely and
abandoned for nearly two years. That happened so, as a
dear clergy brother wrote to me while I was still in the
wilderness, I could learn that there is grace, grace, grace,
grace first, grace last, grace day after day, if the Lord says to
us sinners: Son, go and work in my vineyard. The hour of
liberation came. The Lord said to me: 'Son, go over and
work in my vineyard.' In November, 1893 I was, after having
earlier applied to The Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church
Association, prevailed upon to take up the work in Monona
County, Iowa, where Pastor J. Markussen had for some
years proclaimed God's Word. I have now proclaimed the
Word at that place throughout the winter, by the grace of
God and to honor God as best I could. In response to the
congregation's desire, I now present myself for dedication to
the sacred preaching and teaching office. Brothers and
sisters, pray for me that my healing may occur, so I may be
totally healed of my wounds, to be a vessel that is honorable, that God's house may be the bride , and that God's
children may be recipients of joy and blessing. Your brother
in Christ's name, Peter Petersen Thisted, Turin, Iowa in
June , 1894."
The Ministry
Peter was ordained at the annual meeting of the Danish
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Evangelical Lutheran Church Association at the Pella
Church in Omaha, June 10, 1894. Peter and family had
moved to Monona County where Lydia Hansine was born in
July. Peter preached in various places, such as Sergeant
Bluff, Alta, Council Bluffs, Omaha and Turner County,
South Dakota. Peter's home church, Bethesda Evangelical
Church, Moorhead, Iowa, documented its early history and
talked of Peter and his character:
" ... Rev. P. P. Thisted, who had been leader of the group
during the period of separation, was called to be pastor of
the newly organized congregation. Jim Johnson solved the
problem of a parsonage for the pastor by placing his house at
the disposal of the congregation. Jim was a bachelor and was
ready to build a new addition to his house, at which time
there would be room for the pastor's family. The building was
erected in a hurry with the help of the congregation. Rev.
Thisted himself was a skilled carpenter and was quite a help
in leading the work. On April 1, 1895, Pastor and Mrs.
Thisted, with their three children, moved into the house,
together with Jim Johnson. Rev. Thisted resigned from the
congregation less than two years after its formation. He was
a character of hardiness, clear cut in life and preaching. He
could say most unexpected words, often in an unpolished
manner, but much of what he said was never forgotten.
Members, and his successors in the ministry, still remembering him, bear witness that he made deep marks in the
congregation. A typical remark is, 'It was he who brought
me to know myself and to find the forgiveness for all my
sins'."
Peter wrote his sermons in Danish longhand in lined
record books that could be handheld. His written sermons
were usually short, direct, hard hitting and based on
scripture. He frequently addressed congregations as 'my
friends,' and he always ended his written sermons with an
emphatic "AMEN!"
It is not known why Peter resigned from the Bethesda
church; however, he and his family moved to Viborg, South
Dakota, where Moses Nahum was born in August of 1896.
During his two years in South Dakota, Peter traveled to
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Saxville, Poy Sippi and Waupaca, Wisconsin, to preach and
interview for a possible call. Peter received a February, 1898,
letter from N. P. Jensen, thanking Peter for coming to Wisconsin, in which he said,
" .. the man who came to drive you was your friend, Old
Jacob, who had been converted after hearing you preach
God's Word ... so your work hasn't been in vain ... here in
Saxeville you haven't worked in vain either, because I know
you have many loyal friends here who have been strengthened
in the faith. . . Waupaca doesn't know whether Pastor
Johnson will accept the call there ... Jacob Nelsen thought
that you'd be next on the list ... "
The itinerant Pastor Thisted and family lived wherever
there was a church or congregation to serve. They traveled
mostly by horse and buggy/wagon. Peter had two horses,
Britain and Dolly, that he cared for and took on his many
trips. He entered in his almanac whenever he spent about
$2.00 for front shoes for both horses. Peter also traveled by
train on several of his journeys, such as returning to Illinois
and going to Kansas.
Peter had a personal embosser for his letters, seminary
texts, books and documents. Imprinted in outer and inner
circles in Danish were the words, "P.P. THISTED, PRIEST I
DEN FOREN. D. EV. LUTH. KIRKE I AMERICA," and the
scripture, "UDEN KAMP, INGEN SEJR, UDEN SEJR,
INGEN KRONE 2 Tim. 2,5." Translated by his daughter
Helen, the inscribed words are: "Minister in the United
Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church in America" and the
Bible verse, "without struggle, no victory, without victory,
no crown."
Peter and family left South Dakota early in 1898 for a
Palestine, Nebraska, congregation in Platte County. Their
fifth child, Amos Theodore, was born in April of 1899 in
Lindsay. Additional congregations in Peter's Nebraska
circuit were Bethania, Looking Glass, and Bethlehem in
Fullerton.
Peter was musical, he loved to sing, and he even wrote
music. At home he played an old pump organ on which both
Aaron and Lydia learned to play with their dad as teacher.
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Late in 1899 it was time to move the family to West
Branch, Iowa, where Mary Debora was born in January,
1901. Peter moved again in 1901 to serve Emanuel's
congregation in Clinton, Iowa, while living in Delmar and
also preaching in Davenport and Maquoketa.
In 1902 Peter and family moved to Staplehurst, Nebraska, where he was pastor of Vor Frelsers (Our Savior's)
Church. The only detail of the next few years is a 1905
funeral oration that Peter gave for R. H. Brogaard. In this
brief sermon, Peter spoke pointedly to all the attendees
about who their God was.
"Psalm 68, 20. 'Our God is a God of salvation; and
to God, the Lord, belongs escape from death.'
He that is our God is the God of salvation; and unto
God the Lord belong the issues from death.
Ladies and gentlemen who did not understand me
when I spoke in my own language, permit me to speak
a few words to you at this occasion.
To be brief let me commence by saying: 'it is
appointed unto men once to die, and after this cometh
judgment.', Hebrews 9,27. You all know the old saying:
a young man may die and an old man must die. Call
death a matter of course if you choose. The theory that
men die like a beast, that there is no hereafter is contradicted by the scripture just quoted - after death comes
judgment. Further let me say: I believe the number of
men going to heaven after death to be very small compared with the number that go to Hades. How can that
be? Has Christ not died on Calvary for all men. Yes,
thanks be to him now and forever.
But the reason is given in my text: He that is our
God, etc. The only God of salvation is not the God of
the majority of people. The majority worship not God
but the golden calf, do not love God but the lust of the
flesh, eyes, and the vainglory of life. But the minority
has a God who is able to save from all perils and
dangers: To Peter he opened the doors. . . Joseph,
Daniel, the three Hebrew youths he kept safely. Stephan
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was given victory.
He delivers us, who believe in him, from the fear
of death, delivers us from its sting.
My friends, my fellow citizens and even members
of this congregation let me ask you this plain question:
is the God of salvation your God? You attend church
meetings regularly and you help support the church
very well! You go to revival meetings, offer prayers,
it all looks good, but my friend be not deceived, is the
God of salvation thy God?
Remember that to Him alone belong the issues from
death. He and He alone has the keys of death and
Hades. He alone can open the gates of heaven to you.
Let us Pray: Our Father ... "
Whether Peter knew the deceased or not, Peter's words
were for the living people to hear and for some, an exhortation to mend their ways while they had time. Judgment was a
serious event, and Peter wanted everyone to know the
implications of his or her ways.
The June, 1906, annual report of the synod · lists two
additional churches for Peter: St. Johanne' s in Bennet and a
mission church in Jamestown, Kansas. Peter's 1906 pocket
almanac shows a busy traveling and ministering itinerary,
being away from home frequently and going to Kansas:
Potter, Nebraska; Brush, Colorado; Webster County and
missions in Davey, Nebraska; and missions in Minden and
Cordova. Peter preached in Kansas during Advent so he
lived with and became friends with several different families.
Peter received a gift photo album "til Pastor Thisted fra
Dalbos og Jens Hansens, Juleminde (Christmas memories)
Oak Creek 1906." Oak Creek was probably the Jamestown,
Kansas, mission church.
In 1907 the Thisted family moved to Wisner, Nebraska,
where Peter built a beautiful seven-room mansion for his
family. His 1907 almanac showed a varied preaching
itinerary, going to Kansas, Wisner and Seward, Praha,
Frinsort and Staplehurst. In December Peter entered in the
almanac that he received $10.00 in house rent from their
earlier Wisner home. Other interesting entries were: bought
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a sow with 7 pigs; Sunday offering amounts and payments
for services performed were encoded for only Peter to know;
and the frequent entries to purchase Sun Cured and Duke's
Mixture tobacco; and butter and egg purchases.
Peter's wife Kate contracted pneumonia and died in Wisner in February 1909. She was 47 years old and was buried in
the Wisner cemetery east of town. Her death deeply affected
the family, as Peter tried to do housework and cooking for six
children in addition to his pastoral and carpentry duties. As
a father and as a single parent, Peter had strict expectations
of his children. One of the few things my dad shared with me
was that his father never allowed him to play football. The
children always had to be home from school on time, or
suffer severe consequences. During one particular church
service, Mary sat with a friend in the back of the church. Her
dad interrupted his sermon and said, "Mary Debora Thisted,
you come up here and sit in your place!" and made Mary
move before he continued with his sermon. Later, there was
nothing said, so no ill feelings were expressed about the
incident. However, Mary and the rest of the children never
wanted to be so embarrassed again, so they were likely,
henceforth, always to be in their proper places!
Aaron graduated from Wisner High School one year
later, and then Peter received a pastoral call to serve a
country church near New Lisbon, Wisconsin. The June,
1910, annual report listed Peter's church as Immanuel's,
Praha, Nebraska, with his address as Wisner. In October, all
the family but Aaron, moved to a parsonage between New
Lisbon and Camp Douglas, Wisconsin. In November, the
Reverend Peter Petersen Thisted, widower with six children,
became St. Stephen's (also known as Lone Rock) pastor.
Aaron stayed in Nebraska after high school graduation
and worked until he was accepted at a Normal school in
Wisconsin, a school he chose to be near his family. Aaron's
post card to his dad in May, 1911, suggested a formal and
strict relationship between him and his father.
"Dear Papa, I have just sent my application to the
director and I said that you would show him my certificate
and recommendations. I will send a letter tomorrow. Your
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son, Aaron."
As strict as Peter seemed, he could be caring and sensitive
to the needs of others. When he conducted a funeral of a
small child in the wintertime, there were no flowers available, so Peter made flowers out of paper for the funeral. He
also helped a Danish immigrant obtain the pension he was
entitled to for his military service in Denmark. Peter
baptized his son, too. A neighbor observed that Peter had a
very nice team of horses and he took very good care of them.
The June, 1911, annual report lists Peter's address at New
Lisbon, Wisconsin, and his churches: Praha congregation,
Colfax County, Nebraska; St. Stephen's congregation, New
Lisbon and Zion's congregation, Big Flats, Wisconsin, with a
mission church at Roche-a-Cree. Several sermons for Big
Flats were written in English, so it is assumed that that
congregation spoke more English than Danish.
In February, 1912, Peter, now 52 years old, married
Marie Magdalene Hansen from the New Lisbon area. Marie
and her family had lived near New Lisbon since 1903 and
were Peter's parishioners. Marie's church background was as
a baptized believer all of her 33 years. This was in contrast to
Peter's experience of wilderness, then conversion. According
to their daughter Helen, (who was born after his death)
Marie said that sometimes when there was a sort of revival
meeting, people would in turn tell of their spiritual
awakening, and when her turn came, she would say, "I can't
say that I've been converted because I've always remained in
my baptismal covenant." No one ever challenged her, she
said, so the others must have believed her. The wedding took
place in the Big Flats country church, St. Stephen's, and
Lydia, attending school in New Lisbon, did not remember
any of the children being at the wedding. The June annual
report lists Peter's churches as St. Stephan's, Orange (Camp
Douglas) and Zion's Big Flats, Wisconsin.
In 1914, Peter was taking post-graduate correspondence
courses for non-resident pastors from the Theological
Seminary of the Evangelical Lutheran Church at Chicago
(now, a part of the Lutheran School of Theology at
Chicago). He pursued systematic theological studies after
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ordination, taking five post-graduate courses, including
Apologetics and Old Testament Exegesis. Peter read Greek
and Hebrew fluently and in two years, would have received
his Dr. of Divinity degree.
The Death of the Patriarch
At 55 years of age Peter died May 19, 1915, in the
hospital at Tomah, Wisconsin. He died six weeks before his
seventh child, Helen, was born. Peter was buried in Wisner,
Wisconsin, at the side of his first wife and was accompanied
to Wisner by sons Aaron and Moses and daughters Phoebe
and Lydia. Amos and Mary stayed home.
The Danish Lutheran Church's obituary stated:
" ... Thisted was a sterling personality, who was totally
on the Lord's side, sought to have people converted and
constantly let the trumpet give a clear sound, yes, so clear
that several people for that reason, did not like him. But
there were also people who were drawn to the Lord by those
clear and distinctive notes.
"Pastor Thisted was faithful and conscientious in the
labors with which he was entrusted. For not so few years he
was treasurer in the synod's committee for widows of pastors
and also discharged that responsibility faithfully.
"May the Lord always give us pastors of that kind, who
are totally and completely on the . side of Jesus; who do
combat with the one great objective target: the soul's eternal
salvation. Then the great Master's work in our fellowship
will bear fruit to His praise. That is better than to seek to
please people in order to be praised by them."
The puzzling yet fascinating process of assembling and
integrating
an oral history with assorted personal
documentation has revealed the man Peter as a strong
maverick character. He left his home, family and country for
a dream that he struggled to fulfill. His faith and family led
him out of his wilderness as a cantankerous zealot to become
an itinerant pastor who preached the scriptures and
unequivocally told all to 'change your ways and accept
Christ in your hearts now!' Peter loved his God and his
mission to be God's uncompromising servant. Little evidence
-57-

is found to show a loving and caring father and husband;
however, husbands and fathers were expected to work hard
and provide the necessities of life without being demonstrative. Lydia said, "I have the deepest respect and love for him
for his efforts for his family during those trying times ... We
children were all so young when our parents died that we
never questioned them about their lives when they lived in
Denmark."
Peter, heeding a self-imposed 'higher calling,' created a
unique family of diverse Christian characters, whom we as
children and heirs of this heritage must be thankful for.
Helen's mom, Marie, said of her husband of three years,
"Peter burned his bridges behind him. When we were gEtting
our wedding license the clerk asked Peter for his mother's
name and he couldn't remember it." Marie thought it so
strange. He left no connections with Denmark, family or
home. Marie told Helen how important education was to
Peter. He really wanted his children to get a good education.
Testimony to Peter's sermons came from his son Moses, who
said, "I haven't heard a good sermon since my dad." We are
thankful for the Thisteds who have gone before us and
struggled in the life and faith. As Peter believed and said,
"Without struggle, there is no victory; without victory,
there is no crown." I am proud of my family, my heritage
and my distinctive name of Thisted. This good name is our
legacy. May we be faithful stewards of our Danish heritage.
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Recollections From Our Voyage
to America
by SOREN PEDERSEN
We departed from Limskov in Norup Sogn May 6, 1862,
to visit my sister, my brother-in-law, and my mother on my
home farm, and were there a couple of days before we took
leave of the whole family never to see them again in this life.
It was both a serious and a sad time.
On May 16 we came aboard the sailing ship of the Allen
Line in Hamburg, my wife and I, my daughter of four years
and nine months, and a son of two years and seven months.
We noticed immediately that we were on water. This we
were not used to. We were taken out to the ship in a little
boat. It tossed about a bit, but I told my wife, "Do not be
afraid, you can believe that when we are aboard the large
ship that lies out there, it will not roll like this."
A German child of a few years fell over board just as we
got aboard ship, but was quickly fished out alive. The
mother was beside herself with fright and screamed and
would have jumped in after her child.
During the night the ship was towed down the Elbe River
by a small steamboat. When I came up on deck the next
morning, all the sailors were up in the masts loosening the
sails. As I stood there observing them, they reminded me of
large birds. Suddenly one of them fell, whirled around in the
air and landed on the deck of the little steamboat so that
blood spurted around him. It gave me a terrible feeling of
fright. More I did not see, but when we had been on board
for about six weeks, I saw a young sailor with his head
bandaged going about sweeping the deck. It was he who had
fallen; he was a Swede. He had lain for six weeks. We were
on the ship for seven weeks and one day.
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That which I dreaded most was when deaths aboard ship
began, and then the grim burial at sea during the night. None
of the passengers were allowed to see the bodies after death
had occurred. I stole up on the upper deck one day and go
to see one of them. He was sewn into an old sail, and lay
there until night when he was sunk beneath the waters
where no relatives can ever visit his grave. There were five
deaths aboard the ship.
Then one day I saw a sight I shall never forget because it
seemed a portent of something bad. As far as the eye could
see the ocean was completely black with what they called
porpoises. Two by two they followed each other by the
millions, it seemed to me. I noticed two especially that
stayed close to the ship. By comparison they looked like
large brown steers, but much longer.
The next day at two o'clock when we were up on deck to
get our drinking water for the whole next day, all the sailors,
officers, and ship's carpenters were up in the masts trimming
the sails, as they call it. Then they must be expecting a storm,
I thought. I then sat down on the high threshold of the ship's
carpenter's workshop and looked up at them, with my
fingers in the ear of my water can. Suddenly I saw off the
bow of the ship a wave that rose and grew to a mighty
height, and before I could think, it overtook me. I was
completely powerless, and I believed I would wash overboard. My only thought was, "Dear God, is this the way I
am to end my adventure?" But God who directs all things for
the best for those who trust in Him, also directed that
dangerous swim so that I did not go with the water out
through the large sluiceways, but was stopped up against the
round railing across the opening. What had happened that I
was thus saved was that I sat there and was first washed into
the carpenter's workroom - my cap was hanging high up on
the wall on a saw where I found it later - and before I was
washed again from the workroom and against the railing on
the opposite side of the ship, the water had receded so much
that the railing held me. My water can went to sea, but I still
held the handle in my hand. When I wanted to get up,
however, I could not stand on my one leg. I had likely in my
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hasty trip struck it on a pump in the workroom. The German
sailors were very helpful. They pulled off my boots and
poured water from them, and then helped me down the
ladder. There lay my family and cried. They had understood
from the German talk of their neighbors that a Danish man
had been washed overboard.
Now the storm really let loose and roared for two nights
and a day. That first night I thought for a time we would all
drown. There was one terrifying moment when it seemed the
ship would surely be pounded to pieces. Four hundred
passengers gave one scream so unearthly terrifying that my
wife went out of her mind and talked wildly the rest of that
long night. We had to hang on tightly so we would not roll
out of bed . She dared not be there while the waves
hammered violently on the deck above us. She sat beside me
all night in the passageway holding tight to the smallest of
our children.
We had been aboard ship for twenty-five days, but had
to endure twenty-five more, so it was a wonder that the
children did not die. The little one got a cold that night and
was sick for the rest of the time. He could not eat any of the
food we received. We had a little tin bowl that I ran with
when I saw the man come down with the pail of oat gruel for
the sick. In that way I could get it filled again when he came
around to us.
When we came ashore and could really get to see him in
broad daylight, we really became afraid that we would lose
our dear little boy. Death's touch was in his face, it seemed
to me. But he lives yet and is a support in our old age, and
has six living children, while our daughter has been dead for
twenty-four years.
We came into the harbor on the third of July but had to
wait until the fifth because the 4th of July is, after all,
America's Independence Day. Thus we got to see the giant
celebration with all the fireworks from the deck of the ship.
Indeed it was more enjoyable to see than all the porpoises
out on the wild ocean.
But here we were also witness to much wailing and crying
because smallpox had broken out aboard ship, and family
-62-

members were torn from each other. Those afflicted had to
go to the nearby hospital. We were fortunate that we came
on land together.
I had a letter - a thin thread to follow - from my agent
Rasmus Sorensen, a member of parliament in the early 50s.
This I showed to an agent who had a desk in the large office,
and he introduced us to Peder Mikkelsen who stood nearby.
He took us to his home where we were well cared for from
Saturday until Monday afternoon when we had to resume
our journey to Wisconsin. I bought a satchel in New York
but got too little food into it, though it later served us well.
We boarded a large steamboat and sailed up the Hudson to
Albany, and there we boarded a railroad car to Chicago.
This went very well, but then we had to change cars.
We did not have any more food, but we did not dare to
go with any of the many who invited us. This we had been
warned against by R. Sorensen, so we remained with our
baggage. Then I witnessed a little event that I have thought
about since. When anyone says or writes that there is no law
and order in America, it is not true. As we stood there on the
platform, there was, nevertheless, a man slinking around our
baggage. Him I did not like, but before I could think of what
to do, he came flying through the air like a piece of wood
with arms and legs. It was one of those men with a shield on
his chest that had thrown him.
And so we were on our way again with empty stomachs
toward Oshkosh. From there we were to go by steamboat up
the Fox River to Waupaca. When it was noontime, the train
stopped by some kind of hotel, as best I could make out. I
took my large New York satchel and followed after the
others, but when I came to the door the waiter chased me
away. I took a quarter of a dollar out of my purse and went
around in back of the house where I came to an open
window. Inside stood the head cook by a table overflowing
with food. I held my money 11pin one hand and the satchel
in the other. He took both of them and put as much of the
wonderful food in it as it could hold so that we had enough
for four days. You can believe we were happy as children
with our Father in Heaven who so smoothed the pathway for
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us in this foreign land where I did not understand one word
that was spoken.
Early in the evening we arrived in Oshkosh. At the
station stood a German who made me to understand that we
could stay at his house for the night. The steamboat was not
to leave until the next morning. His name was Kruger; he
was quite ordinary looking, and his wife was very accommodating. We got a room to ourselves. Ane, our daughter,
was quite ill, and though she had a little rash, we did not
think that it might be smallpox. However, the next morning
when we were already aboard the steamboat, and the boat
was about to leave, a lady came over to us and took the scarf
from the child's face, and then left; but almost immediately a
man came and drove us off the boat and our baggage came
off behind us. The boat sailed and we stood there. Then my
wife began to cry. I said, "Don't cry. Who knows what good
may come from this? Now I will go and get the German's
wheelbarrow and take our baggage back there again." The
German's wife was still so friendly that she went with me to
comfort my wife with whom she could not converse.
When we had been there an hour's time the German
woman came to think that there was a Danish doctor in the
city. Because her husband was still at work, I carried my
daughter who would soon be five years old, and our hostess
went with us. When we came to the main street the child
wanted a drink of water. When the woman went into a store
to get water, I saw two men station themselves on either side
of me on the sidewalk, each with a cane. They drove us out
into the middle of the street and out of town. The German
wife then became really frightened and reached home long
before we did. A while later an American doctor came and
looked at us. He gave us no medicine but tore the blankets
off the child and opened the window. She cried out that she
was freezing so I put the blankets back on her. The doctor
then went out, tore off his gloves and stomped them into the
gutter, and went his way.
This was Saturday. On Sunday morning a young Danish
man came to the house and wanted to talk to me. He said he
worked at a sawmill and had been down to the edge of the
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forest with a load of boards. He then said to us, 'There a
couple of men are to build a little house for you on Monday
morning, and tomorrow at noon a wagon will come to take
you and your baggage. I came over to tell you that so that
you would not be frightened."
When we came down there and saw the whole grand
accommodation there was an old kitchen stove, a sauce pan,
and a small paper sack of corn meal. I went to work and got
the stove in place, and the stove pipes up through the hole
that they had cut in the roof. When we had put the two felt
mattresses they had also brought in place and gotten the
children to bed, the same doctor came together with an interpreter and gave us instructions. We were not to go anywhere; I was to go to a certain place at six o'clock in the
morning and six o'clock in the evening, set down a
measuring can, and then go ten paces in the direction with
the wind. A man would then come and fill it with milk. Then
on Thursday he would come with food.
Though he did not come until Sunday afternoon, we
could now cook the corn meal. This we did one time, but it
was very course ground, and without a grain of salt we could
not eat it. However, we still had some of the good food in _the
satchel previously mentioned. That lasted until _Thursday
evening. On Friday and Saturday we had no food. The
children were sick so they got the milk. When it got to be
along toward evening on Saturday, two Germans came by.
They had guns and were probably going to hunt ducks on
the river. They stopped and talked to me; this we, of course,
had to do with signs. The one wanted me to come on
Monday to help him dig a well. He pointed to his house that
lay on the edge of town, so I should not be afraid of going
there. I pointed to my mouth, and he said, "Bist du
hungrig?" I nodded. They did not say anything more but
went on their way. \A/hen it was six o'clock I went with my
milk pail to the usual place, but I was determined not to go
so far away. The man waved me away, but I pointed to my
mouth. He also said, "Hungrig?" I nodded. "Stop lidt," he
said and went home. Soon he came back with a loaf of bread
and a package of smoked herring. When I got home a man
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came with a loaf of bread and milk. A moment later still
another man came with a loaf of bread and milk. Now we
could go to bed singing. On Sunday morning before we were
up the other of the two Germans came with bread and butter
and said I should go with him home; there he gave me the
back quarter of a two month old pig he had just butchered.
When I came home my wife cooked soup, as I had also
received some vegetables from his garden.
When it got to be noon time, two Germans came. The
one was our host Kruger, and the other was the man from
Neenah for whom I would come to work for a period of two
years and two months as blacksmith. He said nothing, but
Kruger asked me, "Bist du Blaksmith?" that is (sorte smed). I
thought he meant blikken slager (plumber). I said, "Niks,"
(No) "I am a Grossmedt." (blacksmith) "Yes, that is right,"
he said, "Now you will pack your baggage together
tomorrow morning and be ready. Tomorrow evening this
man will come with a large wagon, and also a man who can
talk with you, then you will be brought to Neenah that is
fourteen English miles from here."
A little while later the doctor came driving. He had a
large basket full of food. There was three pounds of coffee,
three pounds of sugar, and much more. Since then I have
never been anxious for daily needs, for our Father in Heaven
firmly established my childhood faith which has strengthened
me since in both my earthly a'1d spiritual needs.
The Danish man* who was with the German to get us
had worked with him as wheelwright, and by this time had
been in America for eight years. He told me that they had
waited for me for three weeks but had believed we had
drowned out on the Atlantic Ocean. They had then on this
day driven down here to Oshkosh to hire another blacksmith. It was he who had happened to meet Kruger who had
made our presence known.
Rasmus Sorensen had arranged for me to have work as a
blacksmith in Neenah with this man and had rented a house
from a Danish family, but this I did not know. If we had
gone by boat to Waupaca, we would have had to come back
again, and for that I did not have money. My entire
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remaining capital when we came to Neenah was two and a
half dollars.
The last day in Oshkosh and the first day in Neenah
On Monday, I packed our belongings into boxes. Along
in the afternoon, a violent thunderstorm developed. That
evening when I placed my pail at the usual place and the
man came with the milk, I made him to understand that
we had no lights. He got a couple of candles and some
matches. We then sat and waited for our liberators. They
came, but had rented a room in town. Then it started to
thunder and rain so violently that it rained down on us in
our little room. The German sat himself down on a little
bench I had made and promptly fell asleep. Christensen and I
talked unceasingly. The German woke up when it started to
rain down his neck and said, "Christensen, let's go up to the
hotel and rest until two o'clock, then the weather will be
better."
This they did, but they overslept and did not come until
six o'clock so I was afraid that we would be driven back
again. He, however, drove right down through town so fast
that I who was sitting on our boxes got a stomach ache, and
the poor children sitting with their mother cried with fright.
They were also still very sick with the smallpox. (In another
account as told a few years later, Soren said, "He drove out
of town as though he had stolen both horses and wagon, and
we arrived unchallenged in Neenah at about noon.")
When we arrived in Neenah at about mid-day, we were
taken immediately to the Danish family who greeted us in a
most friendly way and took great pains to make us comfortable. The German blacksmith told H.P. Christensen that
he should stay with us for that afternoon and go with me
into town to buy what was needed to set up housekeeping on
his account, and then to help us get settled. He told me I
could start working the next morning. That I did, and we
soon felt ourselves at home in the situation that ·had been
arranged for us.
*This man who was along to get us in Oshkosh is our neighbor now in the West Denmark community. His name is
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Hans Peter Christensen. We were both born in 1833. We
have never been happier with any fell-ow countryman than
we were with him that time.
Written the 18th of February 1902
West Denmark, Polk County, Wisconsin
U.S. of America
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Book Reviews
Danish Emigration to the U.S.A.
Larsen, Birgit Hemming and Henning Bender, eds.,

Karen Veien, Trans., Aalborg, Denmark ,
Danes Worldwide Archives, 1992.
REVIEWED BY GERALD RASMUSSEN
Danish Emigration to the U.S.A. consists of 15 essays
and short monographs, two of which are co-authored. They
follow a historical theme, ranging from impressions of
America in nineteenth century Denmark and ending with
recent developments in both Denmark and the United States
regarding the study of both emigration and immigration. In
between, the topics include topical ones such as the use of the
Danish language in the United States, the importance of
Danish sculptors, Thorvaldsen and Dorph, for American
Danish Churches, and the stories of Danish colonies in Kansas and Iowa. More specific topics deal with how Danes
related and accommodated to the new world, as for example
by forming Danish reading circles and the development of a
body of Danish American literature. Danish historians wrote
thirteen of the articles. Four American writers also contributed .
In his contribution to the book, historian Erik Helmer
Pedersen writes, "surprisingly few Danish historians have
dealt with the topic of Danish emigration to the United
States." The same thing might be said about American
historians dealing with Danish immigration to the United
States. This book represents a major step in correcting that
situation. In fact I would be surprised if the contents do not
serve as points of origin for further studies either suggested
here or others which might deserve further development.
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As indicated earlier the essays stand independent of one
another, yet follow a theme. With seventeen different writers
one does nto expect a consistent style or approach. The
variety of topics discussed also do not promote cohesiveness.
But one does not criticize a book for not doing what it does
not intend to do. Danish Emigration to the U.S.A. is a kind
of sampler of the emigration (and one must add, immigration) experience and presents a major contribution to that
field. Suffice it to say that the articles reveal careful preparation and historical scholarship, and have been well edited
and translated.
The editors allocated generous space to recent efforts in
Denmark (The Danes World Wide Archives) and the United
States (The Danish American Heritage Society) to activities
promoting the study and writing of Danish American
history, the collections of archives at Dana and Grand View
Colleges, and the collections at the Danish Immigrant
Museum in Elk Horn, Iowa.
It is satisfying to note that the Danes World Wife Archives, after such a long and insecure history, has at last
found a stable and viable home with the Aalborg Municipal
Archives under the leadership of Henning Bender and his
assistants; the result of which now appears in this and other
books. Their leadership is gratefully acknowledged. It now
remains for American historians to take steps to improve
and develop our abilities to further the cause of research and
publication so ably demonstrated in Danish Emigration to
the United States.
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Danish Emigration to Canada
Bender, Henning and Birgit FlemmingLarsens,Eds.
Karen Veien, Trans., Udvandrerarkivets Skriftserie:
Udvandrerhistoriske Studier Nr. 3 Aalborg, Denmark:
Danes Worldwide Archives, 1991.
REVIEWEDBY JOHN MARK NIELSEN
In 1986 the Danes Worldwide Archives together with the
Danish Society for Emigration History published Elisabeth
Riber Christensen and John Pedersen's Bibliografi over
Dansk-Amerikansk Udvandrerhistorie. Since the publication
of this work, four more books have appeared in what is becoming an important series on Danish emigration history.
The most recent, On Distant Shores, was published in July,
1993. (A review of this work will appear in a forthcoming
volume of The Bridge.) Of these five works, Danish Emigration to Canada is arguably the most focused and yet the most
comprehensive.
The story of Danish emigration to Canada as told in the
pages of this book is an exciting one as the scope is both
broad and dramatic. From the early Viking expeditions of
Leif Ericsson and T orfinn Karlsefne, made around the year
1000 and recounted in the Sagas of the Greenlanders, to the
efforts in 1981 of Danish-Canadians to preserve their
heritage in the formation of the Federation of Danish Associations in Canada the span of time is great and the drama
marks important events as Scandinavian peoples and particularly Danes migrated to Canada.
The book opens with three chapters of high drama and
adventure. As is well known, the first Europeans to set foot
on what is now Canada were Scandinavian Vikings. In the
first chapter, "The Norse Discovery of America," Helge Ingstad describes the events surrounding the discovery in 1960
of the Viking settlement at L'Anse aux Meadows. This is
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followed by Jorn Carlsen's account of the voyage of Jens
Munk in 1619-20 to find the Northwest Passage. Forced to
winter on what is today the Churchill River as it enters
Hudson Bay, all but three of the crew died from the harsh
conditions. The successful return of three survivors to Scandinavia is an inspiring story of human survival. Jette
Ashlee's fascinating account of Christian Klegenberg's
successful efforts to establish trading posts among the
Eskimo of Canada's Arctic Islands in the early years of the
20th century completes these opening chapters.
The book next turns to the more traditional stories of
immigration from the end of the 19th century and the early
years of the 20th century. Succeeding chapters treat various
Danish colonies throughout Canada, beginning with the
settlement of New Denmark in New Brunswick and then
spanning the continent to the Canadian prairies and the
settlement of Dickson in Alberta.
Newly arriving immigrants faced a variety of unfamiliar
conditions from the forests of Canada's Atlantic provinces to
the wind swept prairies of the northern Great Plains. To
bring some semblance of home these early immigrants established institutions where they could gather. Henrik Bredemose Simonsen's chapter entitled, "The Early Life of the
Danish Churches in Canada" is a succinct overview of the
efforts to establish Lutheran congregations while also treating the factional disputes dividing Danish Lutherans south of
the border and inevitably spilling into Canadian churches as
well. In "Danish Folk Schools in Canada," Rolf Buschardt
Christensen explores the efforts to establish folk schools,
recognizing that the folk schools in Canada evolved to meet
changing economic and social conditions.
Danish historians Erik Helmer Pedersen and Poul Erik
Olsen contribute chapters which carefully analyze important
aspects of the immigrant story. Pedersen's contribution,
"Danish Farmers in Canada," explores the agricultural
conditions in Canada and the attitudes and knowledge
Danish immigrant farmers brought with them and how they
had to adapt in order to face changing climatic and economic
conditions. Olsen on the other hand investigates the adver-72-

tising and even propaganda that was circulated in order to
attract Danes to Canada.
An exploration of literature and language is also included
in this work. The Canadian professor, Christoper Hale,
explores the experiences of Aksel Sandmose, who reported
for a number of Danish newspapers and who used his experiences in three novels about Danish immigration to the
Canadian prairies: Ross Dane, published in 1928; A Sailor
Goes Ashore, which appeared in 1931; and September, published in 1939. Hale shows how Sandmose weaves various
people he met and experiences he had into the pages of his
novel. Howard Woods of the Federal Language Bureau in
Ottawa in a fascinating chapter traces the influences of
Danish on Canadian English.
The final chapter describes the formation of the Federation of Danish Associations in Canada. Indeed, it was to
celebrate the tenth anniversary of the Federation that D,mish
Emigration to Canada was published. Recognizing their
small and widely scattered population, Canadian Danes
believed that the various Danish-Canadian organizations
needed to coordinate their efforts to ensure their survival.
The publication of this work is a testimony to the Federation's efforts and might prove to be instructive to DanishAmerican organizations in the United States.
Given the scope of this work from the dramatic opening
chapters to the careful analysis of social organizations,
language and literature, readers will find Danish Emigration
to Canada informative and thought provoking.
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Danish Emigration to New Zealand
Bender, Henning and Birgit Flemming Larsen, eds.

Karen Veien, Trans., Aalborg, Denmark,
Danes Worldwide Archives, 1990.
REVIEWED BY EGON BODTKER

This book, published in commemoration of New Zealand's 150th anniversary, is a welcome contribution to the
sparse literature on Danish immigration to New Zealand. It
is not a comprehensive story of Danes in New Zealand; for
that one must still refer to Jens Lyng's 1939 book Scandinavians in Australia, New Zealand and the Western
Pacific.
Instead, this book is a collection of eight articles by
Danes and one by a New Zealander and covers a wide
variety of topics. The contributions are well organized and
well written.
The book begins with Peter Birkelund's article about the
general trends of Danish immigration to New Zealand which
occurred primarily in two periods - the 1870s and the
1950s. Both of these "waves" were primarily due to immigration policies of the government of New Zealand. Danish
immigration to New Zealand was never great, although
there are noteworthy accounts of individual Danish immigrants.
The second article is an account by Paula Christie of the
lives of Danish immigrants in their first years of settlement.
Her story is especially interesting because of the emphasis she
gives to the roles of women in establishing and maintaining
settlements and communities. The author has also published
Candles and Canvas (1987) relating the experiences of many
women in the pioneering settlement of New Zealand.
The role of the Danish church, strongly influenced by the
Danish Home Mission Movement (Indre Mission), is told by
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Dorte Christensen. Although the article focuses on Mads
Christensen who served the Danish church in Mauriceville
for many years, the author provides explanation of Danish
church activities and politics until his arrival in 1887.
Three of the contributions are based on letters from those
who emigrated. The very different lives of these immigrants
are well depicted in the letters sent home to Denmark. Jens
Kousgard S0rensen introduces and comments on the letters
of Ingeborg Stuckenberg, "the muse of Danish writers and
musicians," whose despondence is clearly reflected in her
letters from New Zealand. (Additional letters and commentary are included in Danish Emigration to Australia).
Viggo Rasmussen's letters, introduced and commented on by
Jens Peter Stilling, give a glimpse of the life of a young immigrant who came to New Zealand to "survive" and not to
"find gold." In that he was successful and finds satisfaction
with his life in his adopted country. The last letters are those
of Nils Peter Shourup who emigrated to Australia, but after
a few years left for New Zealand and established his own
photographic studio in Christchurch in 1879. Birgit Larsen
introduces and comments on these letters of a man who is
successful but recognizes hardship and the role of "fate."
The contributions of Danes to the New Zealand dairy
industry is presented by Erik Helmer Pedersen in his article
on "Danish Agricultural Technology and New Zealand
Butter." Danish farmers have always been interested in agricultural developments in New Zealand because of their
competition for English markets. This article does a fine job
of contributing to our understanding of these competitive
relationships as the author compares developments in the
New Zealand and Danish dairy industries.
Political changes and the ensuing social and economic
changes in New Zealand in the latter years of the nineteenth
century led to it developing a reputation as "The Workers'
Paradise." This myth is analyzed by }0regen Wurtz S0rensen as he considers what Danes know about New Zealand
prior to World War I. He concludes that it was "not as a goal
for emigration, but as a model for State Socalism" that there
was a Danish interest in New Zealand.
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In the final contribution, Ivo Holmquist summarizes the
relationship between Scandinavia and New Zealand from
the first arrivals until the present.
Though few in number, Danes made significant contributions to New Zealand. It is the hope of the Danish Worldwide Archives that it will sharpen interest in research in this
area of emigration history. We share that hope.
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Purpose
To publish a historical journal, The Bridge, and a Newsletter.
To promote an interest and encourage research in the life, culture, and
history of Danish Americans.
To serve as an agency for the publication of studies of Danish American
history.
To provide a means of communicating with and informing people interested in the activities of Danish Americans.
To encourage and assist with conferences, meetings and endeavors to
stimulate interest in Danish culture, heritage and language.
To solicit, acquire and receive monies and other properties, both real and
personal, and to hold, administer and expend such for the purposes of
the Society and to perform any and all acts necessary to accomplish the
objectives and purposes of the Society.

